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PROLOGUE

The approaching sounds of snapping twigs and wet fronds squel ching under rushing feet cameto
Commander Hing's ears. He didn't turn to look toward their source. If it was some fool of a Feldpolizel
trooper coming through the forest, the man wouldn't live long enough to reach his position, except asa
prisone—hisfighters would see to that. Most likely, Hing thought, it was one of hisguerrillaband's
scouts returning with the hoped-for report of asmall Feldpolizel patrol approaching the ambush site.

Hing kept hiseyesidly roaming the road that cut between the shalow-sided hill his position wason
and theequaly low hill that rose from the road's other side, while hismind ran through al the possibilities.
A commander who considered dl the things that might go wrong could devise plansto turn each possible
wrongnessto his advantege.

The sounds came closer and closer and finally stopped, punctuated by the thump of aknee hitting the
ground ameter from where Hing lay concedled in aclump of grospams.

"Commander, it must be true what we have heard, the Feldpolizel has anew commissoner,” agasping
voicesaid.

At last Hing turned his attention from the road and |ooked at the speaker. Fighter Quetla, the scout
whose hasty approach had snapped so many twigs, squelched so many fronds. The commander raised
an eyebrow questioningly.

Quetla was grinning broadly. The heaving of his chest quickly subsided; the members of the guerrilla
band were well-accustomed to physical exertion in this hest and humidity. He made hisreport.

"They are not wearing camouflage. Commander. They are not even wearing plain green or tan to help
them hide among the tees" His grin broadened and his eyes glittered. "There are ahundred of them. And
they are al wearing orange tunics and sky-blue pantaloons. Y ou can tell the officers by the plumeson
their hdmetd"

A hundred, normally too many for his company—~buit in that formation they might be easy to defest.
Commander Hing ingtantly thought of something that might be wrong, even with anew Feldpolize
commissioner asfoolish asthis one was said to be. "How do you know the ones you saw are not a
diverson?'

Fighter Quetla grinned more widdly than seemed possible and bobbed his head in aquick nod. "I



thought of that mysalf, Commander. Assoon as| saw them | thought they must be adiversion. But
search as| might, | could find no one. Nor could the other scouts with me.”

Hing dowly shook his head onetime. The oligarchs were getting more and morefoolishin their
conduct of thiswar. Where had they gotten the idea that sharp |ooking parade ground troops made the
best fighters? Did they redly think fancy uniformswould frighten fighting men?

"How long?"

"They are marching briskly in acolumn. Commander. Much faster than we would move through the
foredt. If | had seen uswhere | saw them, | would say at least ahdf an hour. Asthey are marching down
themiddle of theroad, | must say bare minutes."

"How watchful arethey?'

"Ther eyes are sraight ahead, asthough they are passing in review. They are even carrying their
blasters at right shoulder arms.”

"Scouts? Hankers?'

Fighter Quetla shook hishead. "They have two point men twenty meters ahead of the column; that is
al of their security.” He barked a short laugh. "The point men must think they are ready, though they
march straight ahead—they carry their blasters a port arms.”

"Have you passed an dert?
"As| cameaong our line. Commander. | told everybody.”

"Then continue along our line and tell the rest of the company.” Hing turned back to the road; Quetla
was dismissed. The scout hastened to do his commander's bidding.

Commander Hing's fingers absently caressed the stock of his blaster, fondled itsfiring lever. Hiswas
one of the few modern weapons possessed by the grandiosely named Che Loi Brigade of the Peoples
Liberation Army, and the only onein thisambush. Therest of the Sixty brigade memberswith him were
armed with obsolete projectile rifles, which was amagjor reason for this ambush—to take modern
weapons from the corpses of the oligarchy's Feldpolizel. Normaly, with only sixty men hewould et a
hundred Feldpolizel pass unmolested. But with them marching in formation asthey were, they werefar
too tempting atarget to let go. Soon, in bare minutes, Hing's fighterswould strike amighty blow, and
strike further fear into the hearts of the oligarchy—and become better armed.

"That imbecile sends usto our death,” Patrolman Perez muttered to the man at hisside.

"Only if they liein ambush,” Patrolman Troung replied equaly quietly, "and are not frightened off by
our blasters." He wanted to spit, but Captain Rickdorf's discipline was too severe for him to take the
chance. Herolled his shoulders dightly to ease the way his burden weighed on them. "I'm more
concerned with how my armor makes me swedt.”

"Quiet intheranks," Shift Sergeant Ruiz called out softly from his position marching dongsdethe
column of twos. Instead of ablaster on his shoulder, he carried a sergeant's saber at trail in hishand. "We
don't want any banditsin the areato hear us and run away before we can catch them.”

Captain Rickdorf, marching erect at the head of the column, gave no sign that held heard the
patrolmen talking. But he had heard, and he would remember. He promised himsdlf that Perez and
Troung—he knew their voices—would be disciplined for talking out of turn, as an exampleto the others,
when they returned to the headquarters of the 407th GSB—Graf shaftsbezirk—precinct. Then he put
aside thoughts of troopers so undisciplined that they talked in the ranks, and thought of the absolute
aurprise that would overcome the bandits when they findly saw his magnificent company, and the panic



that would grip them when his men's blagters rained fire and destruction on them. He knew in his heart
that Commissioner Schickeldorf was absolutely right: awell-drilled, well-armed, splendidly uniformed
force will dways strike fear into the hearts of an undisciplined bandit rabble—the very sight of sucha
force could spur the bandit rabble into flight. Even if the bandits attempted to fight, their projectile
weapons would be usdess against the body armor his men wore under their tunics. He nodded inwardly,
confident that this brief expedition would rid the Bavaran Hills Province of its bandit problem forever.

Captain Rickdorf saw that the road ahead cut between two steegp-sided, thickly wooded hills. Just the
kind of place where he knew the bandits liked to set their ambushes. He smiled inwardly as he thought of
the shock the sight of histroops would induce in the banditsif they wereindeed in ambush there. He
hoped they were. This expedition could well earn him adecoration directly from the hand of
Commissioner Schickeldorf—and amuch-desired promotion and transfer out of thisforsaken hills
province.

Fighter Quetld had barely left Commander Hing's position when the brigade leader heard the dightly
ragged tramp-tramp-tramp of marching feet coming aong the road below. He listened for avoice, but
heard no one counting cadence. So they know how to march, he thought. We shall see soon how well
they know how to die. His men knew how to liein ambush, invisble from the road—none would fire his
wegpon until Hing blew hiswhitle.

Two troopers, as splendidly popinjayed as Fighter Quetlal had promised, strutted into sight. Sunlight
filtering through the tops of the towering hochbaum trees that grew between the clumps of grospalms
dappled their tunicsto the flowing color of old gold. Their marching legs swish-swishing dong made their
sky-blue trousersripple like fast-flowing water in aclear, shdlow stream. Hing shook his head; they were
indeed marching erect, eyes straight ahead, blasters at right-shoulder. "Fools," he muttered, dismissing
them, but his eyeslingered hungrily on their weapons. Soon the fighters of his brigade would put those
modern weaponsto far better use than these comic-opera Feldpolizei ever could.

Twenty meters behind the point men, therest of the column snaked along the road, marching two men
abreast. Thiswas s0 foolish; Hing suspected their commander would have had them marching three or
four abreast had the road been wide enough.

Their commander, oh yes. He was the most glorious popinjay of them dl. His tunic was piped with
gold cord, gold epaulettes jounced on his shoulders, and afourragere—a braided gold cord—swirled
around and dangled from his shoulder. A veritable kaleidoscope of medas adorned his|eft breast. Broad
bands of silver ran down histrouser legs. It hardly seemed possible, but the saber scabbard that hung
from histassaled belt looked to be of precious metd aswell. The saber he carried point up againgt his
shoulder looked like apurely ceremonial blade, not afighting blade at all—as though asword was a
weapon to use againgt blasters or even projectile weapons.

Asthe officer passed below Hing's position, the guerrillacommander turned his attention to the column
proper. Had he known that Captain Rickdorf thought his guerrillaswould be surprised, he would have
agreed with him. Hewas very surprised by the sght of this marching column of the Wanderjahrian
Feldpolizai. They marched asif on aparade ground, their blasters for the moment uselessy propped on
their right shoulders. When he blew hiswhistle, Hing thought, haf would be dead before any of them
could movetheir wegponsinto firing position.

Hing counted the ranks of Feldpolizel as they marched past him. When his count reached twenty-two,
he put hiswhigtleto hislips. At twenty-three he sucked his chest full of air. At twenty-four, near the
center of the double line of Feldpolizal, when dl were well within the killing zone of the ambush, he blew.

Thunder rippled al aong the hillside as the fighters of the Che Loi Brigade opened fire at the marching
column. Here an orange-tunicked man thudded screaming to the ground, clutching histhigh where arterid



blood pulsed brightly from abullet hole. There another spun about, his shattered arm spraying red. A
brilliant rosette of bone and brain and blood blossomed on the forehead of athird man before he
collapsed. Others staggered from the bullets that thudded into their bodies, but kept their feet astheir
body armor spread and absorbed the kinetic energy of the blows.

"Troop! Faceto theright!" Captain Rickdorf and his platoon officers shouted above the din of gunfire.

"Front rank, knedl!" Rickdorf camly snapped his order. The lieutenants echoed the command as they
briskly assumed their positions at one end of their platoons. The shift sergeants stood their placeswith
their men, ready to relay commands and keep the men in good order.

"Lay your fireinaswath!" Rickdorf commanded, and the junior officers echoed him.

"By ranks. Front rank, firel Rear rank, firel" Crackling plasma flashed from the nozzles of the front
ranks blasters and struck the hillside in arandom pattern, followed quickly by an equaly random pattern
from the blasters of the rear rank. There were one or two screams from guerrillas charred by bolts, but
the screams were quickly cut off by death or shock. A thin mist ingtantly spread raggedly on the hillside
asthefire of the plasma bolts vaporized the moisture in the wet leaves and damp earth. Flames briefly
shot up here and there, but quickly went out, as the recent rains had made the forest too wet to burn.

"Lineyour fire," Rickdorf commanded. Neither he nor his men could see their attackers; they had to
fire together to make sure they covered the hillside. "Front rank, ten meters up the hillsde, fire!" The front
rank fired again. Thistimeits bolts struck in anirregular line along the hillsde, somein the clumps of
grospdms where the guerrillas hid, others usdesdy in the lightly carpeted ground between them.

"Rear rank, legpfrog five meters, firel" The rear rank fired itsvolley, and its bolts spattered in a
lightning-bolt jagged line dong the hillside five meters above thefird line.

Here and there dong the two lines of Feldpolizei, men staggered or bent as bullets spent their energy
againg their armor, afew screamed in agony from the pain of bulletsthat toreinto armsor legs. Their
screams were not matched from the hillside. Only afew troopersfell from chance hitsin their heads.

"Front rank, legpfrog, fire!"

"Steady, lads," Ruiz said, loud but calm, as he marched casudly behind the rear rank. "They are only
anill-armed rabble. We will easily beat them. Steady. Keep up your disciplined fire." Other shift
sergeants saild much the same to their men.

Commander Hing saw how the troopers reacted to the body blows of his men's bullets, and
understood amost immediatdy why they remained standing and continued to fire. Maybe he should have
let them pass. But maybe he and his guerrillas could still win the fight. "They're wearing body armor,” he
shouted. "Aim for heads, arms, legs.”

Elsawhere ad ong the ambush line he heard others cry out the same order, some so quickly he knew he
wasn't the only one to see and know. The guerrillas shifted their aim from the center of their targetsto the
extremities, and troopers Sarted falling.

TheFeldpolizel stood or kndlt in patient ranks for the space of one more volley before individuals
among them began to notice above the crackles of blasters and bangs of rifles screaming from within their
own ranks and alessening of their plasma cracks.

"l told you!" Perez shrilled a Troung.
"Kegp firing," Troung shouted back.

Terror rapidly mounted in his heart, and Perez glanced to the sde—if anyone broke ranks, he would
run with them. He looked just in time to see Shift Sergeant Ruiz's face erupt and splatter blood and brain
from two bullet hits. Perez shrieked in horror and panic at the sight. He dropped his blaster and ran. By
some miracle, he reached the shdlter of the treesdive.



Captain Rickdorf, head held high, swept his gaze across the hillsde. The bandits must be higher on the
hillsde than he guessed; their fire wasn't dackening. "Rear rank, lespfrog ten—" He never finished the
command. Simultaneoudy, one bullet tore through his throat, a second shattered hisright temple, and a
third shot between his open lips and ripped out the joint that held his skull to his neck bones.

The bullet that hit Rickdorf in the throat continued its deadly flight unimpeded and spent itself inthe
shoulder of the trooper standing next to him. That man staggered and fdll to hisknees. Theforce of the
blow knocked hisblaster out of his hands and turned him haf about, where he saw the captain'slifeless
body bounce asit hit the road's surface. He screamed, morein shock at seeing his commander down
than because of pain. Struggling to hisfeet, hetried to run away, but felt the mounting pain of hiswound
and was too unsteedy for flight. He blundered into the men next to him.

From the hillside, the guerrillas saw the troopers faling now and cheered. On the road, more and more
of the troopers heard and saw the men to their sdes no longer firing, either down or breaking ranks.

Abruptly, with their captain deed, the surviving Feldpolizei who were able, ran.
"Get them!" Commander Hing screamed. "Kill them before they get away.”

The guerrillasrained fire at the fleeing Feldpolize, most of whom had thrown away their weagponsto
speed their flight. Many of them fell, dead from head shots or crippled with shattered legs. Some
dropped to their knees and faced the hillsde with their arms upraised in surrender.

"Ceasefire, ceasefirel" Hing shouted as the few who managed to dodge his fighters bullets
disappeared into the trees on the opposite hillside or around a bend in the road. He stood and bounded
down the hill. On dl sdeshisfighters camewith him.

Commander Hing looked up and down along the road, between the clumps of grospadms and the
scattering of spikers on the opposite hill. There were more than seventy, maybe more than eighty,
troopers down—dead, wounded, or surrendered. And there were more than ninety blasters scattered
about. It wasamogt gratifying sght.

"Lieutenant Pincote," he said as his second in command approached. "How many casuaties?’

Lieutenant Sokum Pincote showed teeth filed to points when she smiled at him. "Only six,
Commander."

"Six fighters dead is nothing to smile about. Lieutenant,” he snapped &t her. "I don't care how many
Feldpolizei wekill, thelife of onefighter isof greater value."

Pincote's lips snapped shut. Y es, Commander. | know that. | was merely expressing pleasure a our
victory. We can now properly arm nearly haf of the brigade.”

Hing looked back at the corpses and casualties uttering the road and nodded.

Hing didn't bother to even shake his head. "We are not murderers. Leave them. We don't dare stay
here long enough to tend them. The unwounded survivors can bandage them.”

Ten minutes later the fifty-four members of the Che Loi Brigade who survived the fight were carrying
their burden of ninety-three blasters and the charred corpses of their six dead comrades under the trees,
heading for a narrow, steep sided valey that was hidden from the current orbits of the planetary
government's survelllance satellites. Soon they would join the other 240 members of the Che Loi Brigade
back at their base camp, where the satdllites could never see them, no matter what their orbits.

CHAPTER ONE

Thorsfinni's World isawater world studded with idands smdl and large. High in its northern
hemisphere floats Niflheim, an idand approximately the sze and shape of the Scandinavian peninsulaon



Old Earth. Niflheim isthe center of Thorsfinni's World's Viking-based civilization and home to better than
three quarters of its population. In northern Niflheim the summer temperature rarely broaches 25 degrees
on the Celsius scae, its winter temperatures often reaching that degree on the minus side of the scale.
Niflheim isawet place, rainy when the temperature is warm enough for liquid precipitation, snowy the
rest of theyear. And al of Thorsfinni's World smells of fish.

Niflheim. Outpost of Human Space. Home of the 34th Feet Initid Strike Team, Confederation Marine
Corps. When the Marines of 34th FIST weren't off on acampaign on some other world, they spent most
of their timein thefield, either on Niflheim or one of the other idands, training for operationsthey might
not ever be called upon to execute. Even if they trained for something they would never have to do, their
commandersfelt the most important thing was that they trained.

"So that's what we're going to be doing for the next two or three days," Ensign vanden Hoyt said at the
conclusion of his briefing to the men of the third platoon. Company L, 34th FIST. A wry smile crossed
hislipsand he added, "Or what you'll be doing, | should say. Any questions? Problems?' He peered
carefully through the steady rain in the direction of the men—his men, hisfirst command. All he could
make out were their indistinct faces through what looked like undulating sheets of water. Their heads
seemed to hover intheair. Ten yearsin the Corps and hewas till sometimes startled by theillusions
created by chameleon field uniforms.

There were no questions and only one problem, but it wasn't voiced. Lance Corpord "Hammer"
Schultz caught the eye of the platoon sergeant, Charlie Bass, and shook his head dightly. Bassreplied
with an amost imperceptible head bob. The problem was dedlt with.

"All right, then," vanden Hoyt said when nobody spoke up, " Staff Sergeant Bass will makethe
assgnments. Then you can get back under shelter until it'stime for you to go back into therain." He
stepped aside to et Bass take front and center.

"Firgt squad,” Bass said without preamble, wanting to get out of the rain asbadly asanyonedseinthe
platoon, maybe more so. Twenty-odd years as aMarine had taught him when being uncomfortable was
good, and when it wasn't. "Chan, I'm sticking you with Macllargie and Godenov, so you also get Schultz.
Go someplace and dry off," he said, glancing at the low, dark sky, which showed no sign of breaking,
and shook hishead. "Or at least get out from underwater until you get your assgnment. Van Impe, you
have Lonsdorf. Y ou aso get Neru and Clarke from guns...”

Chan and histhree men didn't hear the rest of the assignments. As soon astheir nameswere caled,
Chan gathered his men and they dogged through churning mud for shelter.

"Y ou should be in charge here," Chan said to Lance Corpora Schultz. ™Y ou're senior to me, and
you've got alot more experience.”

Schultz grunted. He didn't want to be in charge. He was exactly what he wanted to be, alance
corpora, aman not in command in any way. Hisfunction inlife, ashe saw it, wasto be afighter, not a
leader. The Confederation Marine Corps was filled with men well-qualified to be officers and
noncommissioned officers, more than there were dotsto fill. Schultz was an excdlent fighter; so far asthe
Corps was concerned, he could remain alance corpora until heretired, if that's what he wanted.

Shelter was alow tent made from three polymer sheets stretched over aframework of strong synthetic
rods. The four Marines had to crouch to get inside, and amost had to huddle together for dl of them to
fit. Chan turned on the radiant heating unit that sat in the center of the tent while Schultz secured the
entrance. Wind buffeted the tent and the rain drummed on it, making conversation difficult—but at least
they had achanceto dry out. Thefour sat cross-legged around the heater and in minutes their fronts
were dried. Then they turned around. Their backs weren't quite dry when the flap opened and Charlie
Bass crowded in, extending his open arms toward the heater as he moaned with pleasure.



"There used to be a disease called rheumatoid arthritis" he said. "Cold and wet made your joints swell
up and hurt. If bio-engineering hadn't eradicated it, I'd probably haveit and be aching in every jointin my
body," he twisted his back to ease rain- and wind-stiffened muscles, "instead of just fedling like I've been
turned into a piece of soggy wood.” The others chuckled at hisjoke.

"All right,” Bass said, abruptly al business. "Mike Company's making asweep. Third platoon's going
to stop them. Here€'syour part of it..."

This phase of the two-week exercise was athree-way force-on-force for the three companies of the
FIST'sinfantry battalion, with the other units of the FIST in support of dl three companies. Kilo and
Mike Companies were acting as complete unitsin opposition to each other. Company L was playing an
irregular force, broken down into four-man teams that would act in opposition to Kilo and Mike.
Commander Van Winkle, the battalion's commanding officer, wanted to test the junior men, so the
officersand NCOs of Company L were acting as umpires, and each four-man team was headed by a
lance corpord.

A Dragon, the Marines ubiquitous amphibious armored vehicle, dropped off Chan and histeam
twenty-five kilometers northeast of the company's bivouac area. In addition to their weapons and
amulators, they carried light packs with little more than two days of rations. Due to vagaries of local
wesgther conditions, the sun was shining brightly where the Dragon dropped them off and the rocky
ground underfoot was dry; it hadn't even rained overnight there. The team wasin aclearing in the midst
of gparse vegetation that grew to twice the height of aman. The main plantsin the arearesembled Earth
scrub-pine trees.

Chan checked the time. "We don't know how long it'll be before somebody gets here," he said, "or if
it'sgoing to be a platoon or awhole company or anything else. We need to find a position where we can
watch al approaches from under cover." He scanned the area as he spoke, orienting himself, looking for
recognizable landmarks, building amental map of the unfamiliar scene.

Nothing that resembled grass grew on the rocks under the pine tree look-alikes, just a spotty coating
of palegreen, lichen-like stuff. Spindly plants whose stems didn't look strong enough to hold themsdlves
upright grew from cracksin the forest floor. Hitterersthat could have been butterflylike birds, or birdlike
butterflies, flew from tree to tree. Smaller buzzersthat could easily have been mistaken for Earth insects
by anyone but an entomologist zigged and zagged their way among the lower flora of the forest, sopping
here and there to absorb whatever passed for nectar on Thorsfinni's World.

Chan looked to Schultz for help.
Schultz merdly shrugged and said, "You'rein charge," whichwasno help at dl.

Thiswasn't redistic, Chan thought. Irregulars should know the areathey werein, and hed never been
there before. Maps didn't tell you what wasredly there. After amoment, he said, "That tor over there,"
pointing toward alow hill barely visble through the treesto the northwest. "That seemsto be the highest
ground around. That's probably our best starting place. If nothing else, we can take alook around from
there." Helooked at his men as he talked. Schultz was walking dowly—amost invisbly—about,
examining the terrain with the eye of an experienced infantryman. Godenov was listening intently.
Macllargie had a quizzica expression on hisface and didn't seem to be paying any attention. He had the
kind of face that should have been framed by long, tangled hair, and a mustache with ends that drooped
to below his chin wouldn't have seemed out of place—but Marine regulations required short hair and
forbade mustaches that long.

"Areyou listening to me, Macllargie?' Chan snapped.
"What'sthat smell?' Macllargie asked.



Taken aback by the unexpected question, Chan sniffed. He hadn't noticed any aromathat might
indicate danger. "What smdl?' he asked. "I don't smell anything.”

Godenov, abig young man, deceptively soft-looking, took adeep breath. He didn't smell anything
ether.

Schultz seemed to pay no attention to the exchange—he knew what Macllargie noticed and that it was
irrdlevant.

"That'swhat | mean,” Macllargie said. "Something'smissing." Hisfacelit up with abroad smileashe
realized what it was. "'Okay, now we see how sharp you are. What's missing? If you can't tell that, you're
not going to be very good on patrols when we go on operations for real." He grinned at the others.

Godenov got it fird. "Theair doesn't smell likefish!"

"lzzy, if | wasin charge, 1'd make you my second in command,” Macllargie exclaimed. "Y ou get out
herein the toolies, you gotta be sharp, and you're the only one who figured that out.”

Chan smply looked a Macllargie's grinning face, hovering in the middle of the clearing like the last
glimpse of aCheshire cat. Macllargie, like Godenov, was on hisfirst assgnment after Boot Camp. Both
had recently joined the platoon as replacements for men lost on the FIST's last operation, peacekeeping
on Elned. Chan himsdlf had been on four combat operations, including one with the 34th FIST. Schultz
was more experienced than he was.

Macllargie staggered, then dmost fell, and yelped. Schultz, in his deceptively casud, dmost invisble
way, had come near and hit him with an elbow—hard. Schultz's disembodied voice mumbled something
that might have been an gpology but probably wasnt.

Macllargie recovered his balance and spun toward where he thought Schultz was. For asecond it
seemed held attack Schultz if he could find him. But only for asecond. He remembered what Schultz
looked like when he was visible—Schultz moved languidly and seldom had much to say, but he exuded a
dangerous sdlf-confidence that gave strong men pause.

Chan spoke up: "We're going to that hill. Macllargie, take point. Godenov, bring up the rear. Now.
Moveit out.”

Schultz gave Chan alook that said, | should have the point. Chan said again, "Macllargie, move out.”
Then he added to Schultz, "Thisistraining. He needs the experience.”

Schultz nodded, satisfied that Chan understood that if it had been ared operation, he was the one
who would take the most dangerous and important spot in the patrol column.

Thetor was closer than it had looked. It was abroad, low platform of limestone, forced upward in
terraces by an up-welling of magma deep bel ow the surface. Scree dotted the ground at the foot of the
tor's steep side.

Macllargie stopped at the foot of the hill and looked back at Chan, uncertain what to do next.
Schultz brushed past both of them and started climbing the eight-meter cliff to thefirst terrace.
Chan looked back and saw Godenov's face hovering as he stood watching.

"Watch our rear, Godenov," Chan said. "That's the rear point's job: watch the rear.”

Godenov gtarted. "Oh." He turned around and dropped to one knee to peer into the thin trees behind
them.

Even though he could barely make out where Godenov was, Chan saw that he wasn't in position to
effectively watch therear. He shook his head and wondered what they were teaching recruitsin Boot



Camp these days. Surely held been better than that at field craft when he went on hisfirst assgnment. He
briefly consdered taking the time to show the young man how to pick abetter position, but instead said
to Macllargie, "Follow the man."

Schultz's climbing noises indicated he was aready over the top of thefirst terrace. Chan flipped down
hisinfras so he could watch his men. When Macllargie was hafway up thefirs terrace, Chan sent
Godenov after him. He then gave the trees near the base of the hill aquick once-over. When hisinfras
didn't show anything man-sizein them, hefollowed.

The higher terraces and dopes were older than those below. Asthe Marines climbed, it became easier
because the increased erosion made the dopes gentler. Here and there crevasses and cave mouths
dimpled thetor.

Once, when they were close to each other, Schultz said to Chan, "I know this place. If we haveto, we
can hide"

It didn't take long to approach the top. " Off the horizon, people,” Chan said when he saw two
man-size pillars of rock above. He was crouched below the top, as he knew Schultz was.

One of therock pillarsrippled, and Macllargi€'s face appeared aboveit. "What do you mean?' he
asked. "We're wearing chamel eons, nobody can see us.”

"Chameleons pick up the nearest colors," Chan said, "not what's behind you. Y ou look like a
man-made pile of stone up there."

Rocks seemed to shift as Macllargie shrugged. "A man-size pile of rock doesn't haveto beaman, it's
just apileof rocks."

Chan flipped down hisinfras. "These tell me you're aman, not apile of rock,” he said. " Off thetop of
thehill."

Macllargie snorted. "Y ou've got to be less than a kilometer away for infras to show enough detail.”

"Hoppers have infras that can pick out aman asfar asthe horizon. Get down." Godenov had aready
dropped down to the military crest of the hill.

Macllargie's face disappeared and hisrock pilerippled asheturned in acircle. "I don't see any
hoppers out there," he said as his face reappeared.

"Y ou don't know anything about evasive flying, do you?"

Macllargie yelped and hisface dropped through the space that no longer looked like a man-size pile
of rocks. Then his shocked, frightened face skittered down from the top of the hill and cameto rest next
to Chan.

Schultz's voice came from Macllargi€'s other side. " That's how you get someone too dumb to liveto
do what you tell him to. Either that or blast him." He had dithered unseen to the top and knocked
Macllargie's feet from underneath him, then dragged him down.

"Hey, don't do that!" Macllargie shouted, and siwung afist at Schultz, but the other man had aready
moved away.

"Cam down, Macllargie," Chan said, putting arestraining hand on the new man. "When Marines don't
follow orders, somebody can get hurt. On ared operation, not following orders can get Marineskilled."

"No need to knock me down like that," Macllargie muttered. ™Y ou want me to do something, al you
gottodoissay s0."

"What do you think | was doing?" he snapped. Chan shook his head, then switched his attention back
to the mission. "Everybody, four corners. Use your infras, use your magnifiers, use your bare eyes. And
listen. Mike Company, or part of Mike Company, is out there somewhere. We damn well better spot



them before they spot us. Schultz, far sde. Macllargie, right, Godenov, left Sde. Do it now." Through his
infras he watched his men moving away. Hed give them aminute or two to get into position, then go
around and check them. Especially the new men, to make sure they were behind rocks that would
reducetheir heat signatures.

Everyone was well-positioned when Chan made his rounds—even Macllargie, who didn't seem to
understand how vulnerable even aman in chameleons and a blaster shield could be. On hisway back to
his own position, Chan scouted routes between positions to see how they could move about while
exposing themselves asllittle as possible. Then he settled down to watch, listen, and wait.

Oncethe Marines settled down, tiny things, gnatlike flitterers, gathered around their till bodies.
Landed on them, got indgde their clothing, crawled about, itched and annoyed them, made them focus
inward, close a hand. Asthewaiting, watching, and listening time lengthened, the Marines found their
attention diverted from the horizon and surrounding landscape to their very near airgpace and skin. The
new men werethefirst to begin waving their handsto dispd theflitterers, to pluck them off their skin, pull
them out of their clothing, to crush them between fingernailswhen al e sefailed. After more than an hour
of watching nothing happen out there, even Chan began paying attention to the bugs. Eventually, Schultz
too was delousing himsdlf. It took alot to get Schultz to shift his attention from the misson to tiny
bloodsuckers; to him they were smply part of being in thefield. And alot less dangerous than people.

After half aday of boredom and delousing, Chan noticed aircraft humming somewherein the distance.
The humming quickly grew louder. He looked around but didn't see anything from his position.

"Headsup,” he murmured into his helmet comm unit, "arcraft coming. Who seesthem?”

A couple of seconds passed before someone whistled over the team's comm net, then Macllargie's
voicesad, "l seeten hoppers. They're coming straight at us.”

"Nobody move," Chan ordered. Keeping under cover as much as possible, he rushed to Macllargie's
position. Asthe new man had said, ten hoppers were coming at them. They wereflying just over treetop
level, lessthan two kilometers away and closing fast. He shivered.

"Hold your positions," Chan said into his comm unit. "Maybe they'll pass over usand keep going.” If
that happened, he knew he and his men would have along walk trying to follow them. But if that many
hoppers landed anywhere nearby, the reinforced company they must be carrying would be far too many
for hisfour men to ded with.

The formation began orbiting asmall clearing two hundred meters away, and the hoppers touched
down two at atimeto disgorge passengers.

Macllargie said, "We need to even the odds a bit." He checked the smulator on his blaster, raised it to
his shoulder, took aim at the nearest hopper, and fired at it before Chan could stop him.

"Oh, no," Chan groaned. "Y ou just got uskilled."

The laser beam the smulator transmitted hit the hopper, and sensors on the aircraft sgnaed the crew
that their bird was hit, where, and how badly. The pilot radioed his squadron commander that he'd been
hit and the direction the fire had come from, then made a quick landing to off-load the squad and half of
the infantrymen his hopper carried. Heimmediately lifted off again to treetop level and headed back
toward base a haf speed, which was asfast as the smulated damage the hopper sustained alowed it to

go.
Another hopper, carrying extrawesgponry instead of passengers, broke from the formation and spun

toward thetor. It opened fire with its smulators, peppering the side of the tor with random fire until its
infras could pick out and zero in on the "enemy.”



Macllargie gulped and his eyes bulged at the sight of the oncoming hopper and the fire it was spraying
intheir direction.

"I could have told you that was going to happen,” Chan said dryly. "Dumb guy." Then he thought
frantically about what to do next while Macllargie fired a shot at the hopper asit swooped past them.
Macllargie missed.

"Y ou just gave them our pogtion,” Chantold him. "They'll fry uson their next pass.”

"No they won't," Schultz'svoice said. "Maneuver toward me. | know away out of here." Macllargie
ran upright, fast enough that Chan's reaching hand couldn't grab him and pull him into cover.

Chan made hisway using as much cover as he could. The escort hopper came back around the side
of the tor and swept the areahe and Macllargie had just vacated. Continuing the circuit, itsfire reached
the narrow opening in the hillside the four Marines ducked into just as Chan, again bringing up the rear,
was diving through it. A couple of hundred meters away the last of the hoppers was off-loading its
passengers, and the reinforced company was deploying for an assault on the tor to mop up any of the
"enemy" who weren't killed by the escort hopper.

Macllargie and Godenov huddled near the entrance, exclaiming to each other about their narrow
escape from the hopper.

"Now you know why nobody makes the mistake of firing at Marine hoppers more than once,” Chan
snarled.

Macllargie looked at him innocently and shrugged. "It seemed like agood idea at the time.”

Chan shook his head patiently. "Now what do we do? Hope they give us a chance to surrender, or do
we go out in ablaze of glory?' he asked sarcastically. He quickly looked around. The cave appeared to
extend only three or four metersinto the sde of thetor.

"Neither," Schultz said. "Follow me." He scuttled to the back of the cave, past Macllargie and
Godenov, and seemed to melt into the rock wall on the left.

"Whereld he go?' Godenov exclaimed.
"Y ou coming with me or not?* Schultz's muffled voice echoed from the wall.

Chan brushed past the two men to examine the wall where Schultz had disappeared. "Wdll, I'll be.
Comeon, you two."

Situated whereit couldn't be seen until you were right on top of it, acrack just wide enough for aman
to squeeze through opened into the side of the cave. Chan pulled and pushed hisway through, and for a
brief moment thought he was going to get stuck. Macllargie, smdler, got through more easily. Godenov,
like Chan, dmost got stuck.

"Hey," Macllargie exclaimed when he was in the crack, "it'sdark in here. How are we going to see
wherewere going?'

After acouple of metersthe narrow dit opened into aroom larger than the cave mouth. Schultz was
patiently waiting for them. They could see hisface easily in the greenish illumination from aspherein his
hand the sze of atennisbal, anon-issue, civilian glowbdl. 1t wasn't abright light, but in the darkness of
the cave it was enough to see by.

"Never go into the field without your own persond glow-bal," he said to the new men. "If you livelong
enough, you might learn these things.”

"Why wouldn't we live long enough?' Macllargie asked.



"Because you're stupid. If you don't make amistakein training and get yourself killed, someone else
might kill you to keep you from getting him killed." Heturned to atunnd leading away from the entrance
to theroom. "I hope none of you are claustrophobic,” he said over his shoulder. "It getstight in afew
places back here."

"Wait aminute," Chan said sharply. "Where are we going?"

"Thisway." Schultz pointed at the tunndl.

"Where does 'thisway' go?' Chan asked. He didn't want to admit it, but in fact he was claustrophobic.
"To the other side of thetor. This place is honeycombed. We can come out anywhere we want."

"Yeah, and if it's honeycombed, we can get lost anywhere too. And how do you know it's
honeycombed?" Schultz was a hard, cold man. The fact that Chan wanted to argue with himwas a
measure of how afraid he was of being in acave.

"I've been here before. There are markers we can follow." He walked toward a shadow on the other
sde of the room and toed asmdll cairn. "Likethis." He ducked and disappeared into the shadow—the
mouth of a passageway.

"Y ou better beright,” Chan muttered, "becauseif | get lost or stuck in here and die, I'm coming back
to haunt you." Then, louder, he said to Macllargie and Godenov, "Follow him."

The tunndl waslow enough that they had to crouch to get through, but they didn't have to crawl—the
crawling and dithering came later. Thisfirst tunnel curved gently to the lft, then took a sharp right and
emptied into another cavern, which had two exits.

Schultz didn't hesitate before picking one and heading for it.

Nervous swesat was beginning to bead on Chan's forehead. " Are you sure you know where you're
going?’

"I'msure”

"l don't see any of those markers you said werethere.”

"Y ou're not looking," Schultz said as he did into the exit he'd chosen.

"l seeit,” Macllargie said as he hurried after Schultz. His boot tapped the cairn as he passed it and
knocked it over.

Godenov gave Chan aglance that was half excited and half scared, then followed.

"Muhammad's beard," Chan muttered. He shrugged out of his pack, dug init for hisglowbdl, then
paused momentarily to repile the cairn. He hoped it didn't matter what order the rocks went in, because
he couldn't remember how they'd been piled before Macllargie knocked them over. "Wait for me," he
said as he Sdestepped into the crack in thewall. It was another tight squeeze, and he resolved that he
wasn't bringing up the rear again—if he got stuck, he wanted someone behind him aswel asin front so
he could be pushed or pulled in either direction to get free.

Time seemed to suspend its norma movement, and it felt like they were spending the beginning of an
eternity making their way through the rock passages. But it took |ess than one hour standard to make
their way to the other side of the tor. They squeezed sideways through vertical and near-vertical cracks,
dithered on their bellies through horizontal ones. Here they had to clamber up, there they gingerly climbed
down. Mot of thetime, though, they duckwalked or crawled on dl fours; few of the passageswere high
and wide enough for them to walk erect. Now and then they passed through chambers so small only
three of them could squeeze in, but one of them was big enough to hold a platoon. Chan never got
permanently stuck, but there was one briefly harrowing spot where he couldn't move forward or aft until
helet dl theair out of hislungs and was push pulled through with his sweet serving as [ubricant. Schultz



noticed how wet he was and how he stank of fear, but only grunted.

When they reached yet another smal room, Schultz took off his helmet, then turned off the glowball
and returned it to his pack. "Wait afew minutes," he whispered to the others. "The exit'sright on the
other side. Well let our eyes adjust until we can see some light, then follow it."

"Were not out yet," Chan said. "And there's still awhole company out there looking for us.”

Schultz's hel metless head was now visible as a shadow on a shadow, and Chan saw him shakeiit.
"They're not till looking for us here. Only acouple other people know about these caves. Either they're
searching every opening on the other side of the tor or they think we managed to evade dl their sensors
and get away."

"Uh-huh."
At lagt, diffused light was visible on the far sde of the room.

"Let'sgo," Schultz said. They followed him through the crack. The crack turned, dropped, and
became anarrow tunnel that emptied directly onto the hillsde next to a mid-size boulder. Schultz dragged
himself out, then helped the others gain the open air.

"Wemadeit," Chan said, immensely rdlieved. He shook himsdlf, enjoying the fedling of nothing
pressing in on him. "Now we need to find out where Mike Company went to so we can do anumber on
them.”

"Wereright here," came avoice from above and behind them. "Drop your weapons or you're dead.”
They looked back and up into the faces and blasters of aMarine squad.

"You didn't really think you were the only oneswho knew about the cavesin there, did you?' the
Mike Company squad |eader asked.

Suddenly, theair smdled of fish again.

CHAPTER TWO

The communications console blegped ingstently beside Kurt Arschmann's elbow. He frowned, his
train of thought interrupted. Damn. These production accounts for his plantations were complicated. How
could he get through them with these interruptions? He could have given the accounts to his staff to
review, especidly now that he was burdened with the duties of Chairman of the Ruling Council, but for
seventy years he'd persondly reviewed the accounts every quarter, and he wasn't about to sop now.

"Yes?' he demanded impatiently. The dark complexion and jet-black hair and mustache of Kalat
Uxma gppeared ingtantly on the console screen. People of Arschmann's socid stratum still noticed such
things, dthough, after two hundred years of intermarriages on Wanderjahr, mixed lineage—in Uxmal's
case Pakistani and Mayan—had become accepted, even among the dite. Kaat's narrow features dways
reminded Arschmann of arat, but he kept the unkind thought to himsdlf. Kaat wastoo vauableto
Arschmann as his private secretary to hold his mixed heritage against him or to mock his unfortunate
physica endowments.

"Excdlency, amatter of the utmost urgency—"

"What isit, Kdat? Spit it out!" Arschmann fumed. "Excdllency, | should redlly tell you about thisin
person,” Kaat answered. Arschmann looked at the image of his secretary on the screen, glanced again at
the overseer's report, and drummed hisfingers on his desktop. "Very well. Come up a once.”

Asthe door to Arschmann's private sanctum hissed shut behind him, Kaat seemed to glide acrossthe
richly carpeted floor. That was another thing about Kaat that Arschmann had observed with annoyance
over the years. he seemed always to creep about, so deferential and obsequious, but popping up at your



elbow when you least expected it. Real men walked with purpose, unafraid, confident, spoke their piece
clearly and moved on. But like many powerful men who prized efficiency and loyaty, Arschmann could
not do without Kaat. The man was aways there when needed, and nothing seemed too complicated for
him to handle. Hewasredlly more achief of saff than a secretary. Arschmann ran abig hand through his
thick blond hair.

"Excdlency, | have the most terrible newsto impart." Kadat bowed dightly but remained silent.
Arschmann sat behind his desk, waiting for Kaat to continue.

When he did not, Arschmann sighed. "What isthe news, Kaat?' Arschmann asked in atired voice.
"Excdlency, in brief, your nephew isdead.”

Arschmann just stared at Kaat for along moment. "Which nephew, precisely?' he asked inasmall
voice.

"Excuse me, Excdllency. Captain Rickdorf."

The color drained immediately from Arschmann'sface. He had trouble speaking. Then, in avoice so
quiet Kalat had to lean forward to heer it: "How?"

Briskly, Kalat outlined the detail s of the ambush conducted by the Che Loi Brigade of the Peoples
Liberation Army in the Bavaran Hills Province. As his secretary concluded, one part of Arschmann's
whirling mind redized Uxma was enjoying hisrole asthe bearer of sad tidings.

Both men sat, silent, for along time. Rickdorf had been afavorite nephew. The boy had dways been a
pompous fool and avery poor choice as an officer of the Feldpolize, but hislove of the active lifeand his
open admiration for the "Germanic” virtues of hisforebears had endeared the young man to hisuncle.

Not smart enough to attend a first-class universty off-world, as was the practice among the landowning
class on Wanderjahr, young Rickdorf had attended amilitary school in the capitd, where he excelled at
riding, shooting, and fencing, but not at tactics or history. No one had ever thought his appointment asan
officer of Feldpolizei, the paramilitary force created to deal with the guerrillas, would have ended so
tragicdly. Infact, the young man's father considered the Feldpolizel an idedl place to keep his son out of
trouble.

And now he and nearly ahundred of his men were dead!

Arschmann rested his head in his hands. " Do we know who conducted the ambush?”

"Excellency, our intelligence sources believe the bandits were under the command of Fernando Hing."
Arschmann's hands flew away from hisface and he sat straight up.

"Goddamnit, the son of my cousin has murdered my nephew. And | put that son of abitch through
school!" Secretly, though, he was glad it hadn't been the other way around. Although Hing was an
obstacle to Kurt Arschmann's ambitions, he admired Hing for his efficiency and dedication—yprimary
virtuesfor aman, in Arschmann's opinion.

Then Arschmann took a deep breath and gathered himself. There waswork to do. Thisincident would
give him the leverage he needed. "Kat, | want you to assemble the Council immediately,” he said. His
resonant baritone carried to the far corners of the spacious room.

"Excdlency, on such short notice... | could easily arrange asatellite conferencein just afew minutes..."

"Goddamnit, Kalat, | want them here, in person, and | said immediately! | don't need to spread the
news,; if we know, the whole world knows what happened out there. We need to discuss what to do
about it, and | won't do that over asatellite hookup where someone might be listening in. | want them al
here by tomorrow morning. Make that very clear. Those who are visiting their plantations on other
continents can fly back this evening. Seethat it isdone."



Back in hisown office, Kadat Uxmd smiled. He would make the calls necessary to convene the
Council tomorrow. My God, he thought, that apoor boy like himself, from the barrios of Brosigville,
could have risen to such a position of power and influence! Buit first he had to get amessage to aperson
right therein the capital. Kalat chuckled.

"Thank you, sweet Karl," Arschmann whispered when he was done again, asif addressing themanin
the portrait on thewall of hisoffice. Briefly, he considered smoking a pipe of thule, but he had no
business celebrating in view of the newsthat had just been ddlivered. In fact, he had dready forgotten
about the late Captain Rickdorf.

Thisthing with the Peoples Liberation Army, or whatever fancy name they were going under, had
taken avery bad turn. They should have taken immediate and decisive action againg the guerrillas years
ago, as he had advised at the time imprisoned them, shot them, exiled them, whatever it took. But no one
believed a handful of overeducated college radicals could ever pose a serious threat to the government of
Wanderjahr, especidly not when the Confederation had just granted them an unrestricted licenseto
export thule to every world in Human Space. Not when unparalleled prosperity was about to catapult
Wanderjahr from athird-class devel oping world into an economic competitor with the oldest and most
advanced members of the Confederation of Worlds.

Whét do these foolswant? Arschmann mused slently. Democracy? That was a system where fools
were alowed to eect other fools and cowardsto ruin their livesfor them. Sharing of wealth? That only
guaranteed everyone would be poor. Land ownership? Pigshit! What would the peasants of Wanderjahr
know about managing their own property? Independence? What was that but pure economic surviva of
thefittest? Unionizing of the plantation workers? Good God, didn't they realize that aunion would only
creste power and prosperity for its bosses and nothing for the peasants? No, what the bandits wanted
was power al to themselves, Arschmann concluded, and if they got it, they would ruin the economy and
socid order painstakingly established on Wanderjahr by hisforebears over two and a haf centuries.
And, more important, their seeking power put the banditsin direct competition with him.

Kurt Arschmann glanced at the hologram portrait of Karl Eschmann Wanderjahrer that occupied an
honored place on onewall. Dressed in the antique formal garb of the late twenty-second century, the old
explorer seemed to stare through him. Arschmann was descended from Wanderjahrer through afemae
line of hisfamily. His own fierce blue eyes matched those of the revered patriarch. Otherwise there was
no physica resemblance. There was even less between them philosophically. Where Karl Wanderjahrer
had been a philanthropist and avisionary, Kurt Arschmann was a businessman.

Karl Wanderjahrer was the descendant of along line of German Christian evangdicasbelongingto a
sect cdling itsdf the United Brotherhood. They believed in hard work, the glory of God, and the dignity
of man. Vicioudy persecuted in ancient times, the church found spiritua renewd in America, whereit
nourished long before the Second American Civil War. It had reestablished itsdlf in its native Germany
long before Karl Wanderjahrer was born in Neu Kaiserdautem in 2101.

The Brotherhood did not eschew the fruits of itslabor. Quite the contrary. Over the years many of its
families became very wedthy, including the Wanderjahrers. By thetime Karl cameinto hisinheritance a
the age of forty, he had aready devel oped plansto fulfill one of the Brotherhood's most cherished
dreams: the creation of aworld where their descendants could live in peace with one another, free from
the persecutions that had plagued the sect sinceitsfounding in the fifteenth century.

With the purchase of the starship Dr. Elly Brosig, Karl's and the Brotherhood's dream became a
redlity. Chartered by the Confederation of Worlds as an exploration and survey vessd, the Brosig
actudly accomplished much good work extending the outer envelope of Human Space during the



fifty-year period it took Wanderjahrer and his companionsto find the right world for their settlement.
When the world later to be known as Wanderjahr was discovered, it fit al the criteria the Brotherhood's
vestrymen had established as necessary for settlement: far from the space lanes of the day, habitable by
humans without the necessity of terraforming, and an environment capable of supporting an agricultura
economy. Initid surveysreported afaunapossibly inimica to humans, reptiloid creatures vaguely
reminiscent of the Cretaceous period of Earth's geological past, but the vestrymen decided the beasts of
Wanderjahr could be controlled, so an immigration company was established.

Karl compromised on aname for the new world. Arguing that it wastoo egotistica to namethe place
obvioudy after himsaf, no matter how much he deserved the honor, he suggested Wanderjahr, aplay on
his own name and on the German word "Wanderjahre," ajourneyman's years of travel. Unlike so many
staid and serious members of the Brotherhood, Karl Wanderjahrer did have a sense of humor.

But the Brotherhood, never avery numerous sect even after the persecutions had ended, soon redlized
that it could never recruit enough colonists from among its own members to make the venture work.
Besdes, even among the most faithful communicants, there were many who just would not leave Earth
for life on aremote and possibly dangerous new world.

So Karl suggested, and the vestrymen accepted the suggestion readily, that they recruit from among
Earth's underprivileged. They settled on peoples of Latin Americaand Asaknown to be hardworking,
energetic, and hardy people who would not find the intensive labor required to establish asdf-sustaining
agrarian economy on avirgin planet too unfamiliar away of life. Y oung families were preferred, but sngle
men and women with valuable skills such as doctors, engineers, technicians, and mechanicswere dso
accepted. The prospective colonists were screened carefully by aBoard of Colonization, and every
individua accepted had to agree to undergo conversion and faithfully apply the rdigious doctrines and
beliefs of the Brotherhood. Happily, most of the immigrants found the Brotherhood's doctrinesfar less
onerous than those of the faithsin which they had been raised.

Return trangport was not part of the agreement. Still, people came in the thousands.

Life on Wanderjahr was not easy at first, and tragedy struck within only afew years of the first
settlement when the wise and charismatic Karl Wanderjahrer was carried off in the jaws of aravening
beast. Then, lessthan fifty years|ater, the enormous cost of supporting the colony bankrupted the Board
of Colonization, and the immigrants suddenly found themselves on their own in aremote quadrant of
Human Space. Through determination and necessity the colonists held on, year after year pushing
seitlementsfarther from Brosigville, their first town. Cropsimported from Earth flourished in
Wanderjahr's lush climate, and the local fauna and flora, when it wasn't egting the colonists, proved
edibleitsdlf, so garvation was never alikdihood. Of necessity in those early years, the many cultural
groups settled on Wanderjahr—the descendants of the Incas and Aztecs from the mountains of South
Americaand Mexico, Indians and Pakistanis from that huge subcontinent, Vietnamese and Cambodians
from the Mekong Dedltaregion—intermingled.

The origind German families kept mostly to themselves, athough there was some intermarriage with
the other immigrant communities. Race was not the barrier that separated them. The barrier most
Wanderjahrians found impossible to cross was that the Germans were the bosses and everyone e se their
employess.

Government on Wanderjahr was decentradized. The ruling families ran their properties asindividua
fiefdoms called Staats, administering justice and local government from their home citieswith total
autonomy. A Ruling Council was established to ded with interplanetary trade, politica relaions, and
common interests such astariffsfor offworld imports, common security, and intra-Staet affairs. The
Ruling Council consisted of nine representatives, the heads of the nine familiesthat owned al the arable
land on Wanderjahr. Chairmanship of the Council rotated among its nine members. The Council
members salected an ambassador to the Confederation of Worlds, and dl his activities were subject to



their supervision and approva. Four years earlier, the Confederation had delegated as its ambassador to
Wanderjahr an aging diplomat ready for retirement. The man was ajoke among the oligarchs, but the
Confederation's ambassador nonetheless, and living proof that Wanderjahr had at 1ast been accepted into
the community of worlds.

English was the lingua franca on Wanderjahr, asit was throughout the Confederation of Worlds. The
Brotherhood never thought to impose German on its colonists, Snceit believed aman should talk to God
in whatever language he was most comfortable with. Along with the languagesthe origind colonists
brought with them to Wanderjahr, they aso perpetuated the cultures of their native lands on Earth.
English wastaught in dl the schools on the planet, and government business was conducted in English,
but 0 long as the oligarchs could communi cate somehow with their employees, they didn't care what
languages they spoke a home.

Thelower echdons of loca government often resembled those of the places on Earth from which the
majority of the local inhabitants ancestors had come. So the mayor of atown where Hispanic people had
established themsalves might be referred to asitsdcade, whilethe chief officid of atown where
Germanic descendants prevailed might be called its Burgermeister. These arrangements existed, of
course, only at the pleasure of the locdl oligarch, who ultimately held the real power within his Staat.

Nothing changed when thule was discovered and other Confederation worlds began to trade with
Wanderjahr for the valuable commodity. At firgt the oligarchs chief worry was suppressing theillega
production of the drug for home consumption and export. Local police forces, known as Stadtpolizei or
metropolitan police, were used to ded with theillicit trade, turning ablind eye to those smugglerswho
could buy them off, while rigoroudy suppressing the oneswho could not. Until the outbreak of the
rebellion, an army and navy had been considered unnecessary.

The Christian evangdlical spirit that drove early settlerslike Karl Wanderjahrer soon dissipated, to be
replaced eventualy by awatered-down state sanctioned "ministry” preaching that what one gaveto
Caesar was asimportant as what one owed God; homegrown religious cults sprang up among the
people. The portrait of old Karl Wanderjahrer seemed to glare balefully down upon him, Kurt
Arschmann reflected as he brooded in his office.

And now, some 250 years after the old man first set foot on thisworld, now, asthe oligarchs had
virtualy within their grasp the most profitable trading franchisein al of Human Space, those goddamned
radicas had to go and kill Captain Rickdorf and nearly a hundred of his men!

"All right, Kurt, we al know what happened, just what the hell can we do about it?* Klausvon
Hauptmann barked once the Council members had seated themselves. Klaus affected the mannerisms of
anineteenth-century Prussian Junker, even to the extent of carrying ariding crop everywhere he went,
athough the few horses there once were on Wanderjahr had long since become tasty snacksfor the
larger reptiloids. He was known to be quick to apply the crop to the backs of subordinates. He aso
considered the Wanderjahrian Feldpolizei nothing more than a convenient hiding place for the leading
families idiot sons, and shared not abit of sympathy with Arschmann over the loss of hisworthless
nephew. The Peoples Liberation Army had found Hauptmann's plantations a fruitful source for recruits
despite the private army he maintained to keep hisworkersin line. And the "von" in Hauptmann's name
had been added by his grandfather, to bolster his own image, not as alegitimate connection to the ancient
Germanroyd line.

"l assume well ask for outside assistance.” Lordel Keutgens smiled. Kurt acknowledged the old
matriarch with anod, thinking. The goddamned bitch isright on cue! "Lori" Keutgens, in contrast with
Hauptmann and some of the other members, took care of her people and donated generoudy to the
appropriae charities. The guerrillas had had the least success proselytizing among her workers.



"Humph," Max Picker snorted. "That damned Feldpolize islessthan worthless, dways has been.
Damned waste of money. Damned comic-opera buffoons.” He turned quickly to Arschmann,
remembering that Captain Rickdorf had been the Chairman's nephew. "Sorry, Kurt, | meant no insult to
your family." Within the Council, Picker was tolerated because he had inherited hislands. But asa
manager he was worthless, giving control of hisholdingsto factors and spending most of histime
gambling and scanddizing the countryside with hisendlessamours.

Arschmann merely nodded, then waited for the othersto voice their opinions.

"Jesus our Savior protect us," Gretel Siebensberg sighed. "Why now, of al times, just asthe
Confederation has granted us the franchise to export thule without restrictions?’ Gretel was a throwback
to Karl Wanderjahrer's ancient faith. Extremely otherworldly, she had restored the faith of her fathers
throughout Freidland, her Staat, spending large sums on churches and charities for the benefit of her
workers. But she was also a sharp businesswoman.

"Money," Turbat Nguyen-Multan interjected. "The bandits smell money, and with money comes
power." Multan was an anomaly among the ruling families, the descendant of entrepreneuria
Pakistani-Vietnamese ancestors. He ruled his Staat, Porcina, with theiron fist of awarlord. "These
people clam ideology istheir religion, but it isn't. Power is" The Feldpolizel, which was controlled by the
Ruling Council and could be deployed anywhere it was needed on Wanderjahr, was never invited onto
Turbat's lands. Like Hauptmann, he believed in settling scores by himsalf. He had turned hisown
Stadtpolize into a private mercenary force. But unlike Hauptmann, who was not so draconian in his
methods, Turbat protected hisinterests smply by killing anyone who even seemed to be out of line.

" Speaking on behaf of Herr Mannlicher, the bandits have legitimate grievances,” Carmago Kampot
Khong, Helmut Mannlicher's factor, said. Hauptmann and Multan snorted derisvely. The othersjust
dtared at the Mexican-Cambodian half-breed. He was Mannlicher's trusted subordinate and had served
Mannlicher faithfully hisentirelife, as other members of hisfamily had served the Mannlichersfrom the
time of the origind settlement. The old man was not able to attend the meeting himself because he was
only days, perhaps hours, from death. At the age of 140, Helmut Mannlicher was only one generation
removed from people who had actudly known Karl Wanderjahrer. When Mannlicher died, it was
generaly expected that Khong would share the vast holdings with the old man's own children, and then
he would be a power to reckon with on hisown. While not at dl religious, Mannlicher had believed dl his
lifein the value of labor and the dignity of the laborer, and Carmago Kampot Khong too was devoted to
that philosophy. The bandits had found no foothold in their territory either, but Mannlicher believed the
oligarchy could survivethe crisis only by sharing its power with the people, and he had long advocated a
didogue with the guerrillas.

"Well, they are aproblem,” Hans Rauscher ventured timidly. He glanced apprehensively a Hauptmann
and Multan as he spoke. The guerrillas were causing him great problems by destroying his cropsand
suborning his laborers. They were successful among his people not because Rauscher's workers were
oppressed, but because they were neglected, and Rauscher, aweak and indecisive man who could not
fight his own battles, depended entirely upon the Feldpolizei for security.

"Yes, and | go dong with Lori. We should ask for outsde help,” Manfred Kaiserstuhl said. Kaiserstuhl
was acompromising old charlatan who could always be counted on to take the easiest solution to any
problem, preferring to buy hisway out when that was possible. This approach had worked well with the
guerrillas, who took the money he gave them to leave his properties done and used it to finance their
operationsin other Staats while recruiting actively among hisworkers.

"Brothersand Ssters" Arschmann said, using alinguistic formality that had originated with the United
Brotherhood amost athousand years before, "I propose this: we dispatch an urgent message to
Ambassador Misthaufen directing him to approach the Confederation of Worlds requesting military
asssance—"



"But their Condtitution forbids direct military intervention in member worlds internd affairs” Lori
Keutgens exclaimed.

"Except in the most extreme cases, and we are not yet that bad off," Rauscher interjected.

"Yes," Arschmann agreed. "But we will not ask for 'intervention,’ only "assistance' in the form of
equipment and training for the Feldpoliza. 1t would be a short-term misson at most, and if the bandits
mount any assaults while our men are being trained, the offworlders will have to act to protect
themselves, thereby diminating our problem for us. In any event, once they leave, the Feldpolizel can
carry on the process of rooting out the bandits. L et the bandits suffer some casualties, and their zedl for
living inthe hinterlandswill dissipate quickly enough.”

"We do not need the Confederation Army here,” Multan snorted.
"Send in the Marines?' Hauptmann laughed.

"Precisdy,” Arschmann responded. "l suggest we recommend asking for asmal contingent of
Confederation Marines, what they call aFIST, or something like that, to help train our men. They've
done that before on other worlds and are famousfor it. The Marineswill obey their orders, and if they
have to fight, they will make the bandits sorry they were ever born. Are we agreed on this course?’

"No foreign troops shall ever set foot in Porcing,” Munan said.

"But do you agree, my dear Turbat, that those who wish for such help have theright to ask for it?"
Multan thought for amoment. "Y es. But none will ever comeinto Porcina," he repested.

"All right, then, we are agreed. Nevertheless, there are some details we need to work out,” he said.

"Rules of engagement and command authority?' Multan laughed, shaking hishead. He had been
wondering how long it would take Arschmann to get around to these dl-important details.

"Yes" Arschmann said.

"The Confederation will impose strict conditionsif they agreeto deploy Marines here)” Lori Keutgens
sad.

"Yes," Arschmann replied. "l suggest we instruct our ambassador to agree to the following: the
Marineswill take over complete command of the Feldpolizei, lead it, and train it. They will havethe
power to demote and promote.”

"Who cares, so long asthey do not set foot in my domains,” Multan said. Hauptmann nodded his
agreement vigoroudly.

"Then we are agreed on this?" Arschmann polled the other members, who each nodded approva.

"Findly, thelocal policeforces," Arschmann began. "Y ou al have them and control them asyou see
fit. I want mine completely retrained, aswe are doing for the Feldpolizeal. | will ask the Confederation for
ateam of professiona police officersto be assgned here, same ground rules asfor the Marines. Since
Brosgvilleiswithin Arschland, they will start here. Any objections? Anyone € se wish to participate?’

"Never! Never, never, never! Not in Porcinal™ Multan raged, banging hisfist on the table.
"Very wel," Arschmann replied softly. "Anyone e se wish to comment?'
"l amwith Multan." Hauptmann glowered.

"Wadl, Turbat," Lori smiled sweetly, "some of us don't have quite the somach for police work that you
and Klausdo."

"None of you have 'ssomach’! Multan growled. Then he glared at Arschmann, who'd expected his
reaction; ared police forcein the capital would put the screwsto Multan's clandestine business interests



there, and Turbat Nguyen-Multan was not one to take that interference lightly, even though the
operationswere apersond insult to Arschmann since policing the capital city was hisrespongbility.

"Very wdl, then, to summarize," Arschmann sighed. "The Marineswill operate under no regtrictions.
They will command and train the Feldpolizel, but no Feldpolizel or Marineswill be dlowed into Porcina
Those of you who wish may join mein asking the Confederation to provide professond policetraining
for our Stadtpolizel, under the same rules as apply to the Marines." He looked in turn at each of the
Council members and no one demurred. "Then it isagreed. | will draft acommunique today and submit it
to each of you for fina review. A courtesy copy will be furnished to Ambassador Jayben Spears, of
course.”

Severd of the Council memberslaughed outright when Arschmann mentioned the Confederation's
ambassador by name. A stooped, gangly, dightly bowlegged man. Ambassador Spears was famous on
Wanderjahr for eating hisway through officia receptions without gpparently gaining much weight, and
delivering advice in terse and very undiplomeatic language. He could consume prodigious quantities of
wine without showing any ill effects except that hislanguage then became even more undiplomatic.
Twice, to the great amusement of Lori Keutgens, he had brazenly asked her to marry him, once at a
forma dinner party and another time at afunera. Lori liked Spears, not because he flattered her with his
attention, but because he ways spoke the truth and never minced hiswords. And diplomatic protocol
required the Ruling Council to inform him of any instructions passed to its ambassador for presentation to
the Confederation Council.

"Kurt," Lori Keutgens ventured, "1 agreeto al your proposals, but before al these others here
assembled, | want to say that inviting these Marinesto come here will change everything. | don't know if
that will be good or bad.”

Nobody said anything in response to her statement, but all knew that when Lori Keutgens spoke, she
usually knew what she was talking about. A bache or, Arschmann had often considered proposing to
Lori after her husband had been killed. But years passed and he had never made the proposal because
he knew the strong-willed woman would be difficult to manage. He would ded with her eventudly,
though. Things were about to change, al right. He amiled at Lori. She smiled back. Arschmann had the
uncomfortable feding she knew what he was thinking.

"We must do something,” Rauscher said lamely. He was delighted with Arschmann's suggestions; if the
Marines were successful, he could have the protection of arevamped planetary Feldpolize at little cost
to himsdlf. He turned to Arschmann: " Draft the communique.”

"Very wel. Friends, | need only remind you that these deliberations must be kept entirely secret until
the Marines deploy and start their work. Please, no incautious remarks?”

Arschmann then summoned Kadat. Two minutes after asmiling Kaat |eft the Council room, word of
the ddliberations was on itsway to his contactsin the city. Just as Kurt Arschmann expected it would be.

CHAPTER THREE

Two days after Chan and his patrol were captured, the exercise ended. And Ensign vanden Hoyt had
hisfirst chance to talk to Chan and the men he'd led into the cave. The platoon commander shook his
head sadly. Staff Sergeant Bass stood a pace to hisleft, arms akimbo, glowering at them.

"Whose bright ideawasiit to shoot at a hopper formation?' vanden Hoyt asked.
Schultz turned his head and glared at Macllargie. Godenov edged away from Macllargie.

Chan swallowed nervoudy. He didn't think it mattered whose idea it had been; asthe man in charge
the mistake was his responsibility. He opened his mouth to say so, but Macllargie spokefirdt.

"It seemed like agood idea, Sir. Look, g, there were ten hoppers. | figured if we each took out one it



would cut the odds against usdmost in haf." A wild grin split hisface. "If it worked, it sure would have
shaken up therest of 'em. That had to be dl of Mike Company, and the four of us might have been able
to stop the whole company by oursdves.”

"Haven't you ever heard about escort hoppers?' vanden Hoyt asked with exaggerated patience.

Macllargie shrugged uncomfortably. "They al looked the same. | didn't think they had agunship with
them.”

Bass couldn't take it anymore. In two strides he was nose-to-nose with Macllargie. "If one of them
looked like a gunship, everybody would know which one to shoot at. Or were your D.l.sdeficient in
their training and nobody told you that?"

Mecllargieflinched. "I forgot," hesaidinasmall voice.
"YOU WHAT?" Bass bellowed.

"l forgot."
"Louder, | can't hear you," Bass roared.
"l FORGOT!" Macllargie shouted.

Bass shook his head and took a step away, muttering, "He forgot. That young man's going to get
peoplekilled." Then he spun back to Chan. ™Y ou werein charge,” he shouted, "why'd you let him do
something so Supid?”!

"Because | didn't think hewasthat stupid,” Chan snapped back defensively.

Bass blinked. That was agood answer, but he still got in the last word. "Never underestimate
anybody's capacity for stupidity.” With aquick glance at vanden Hoyt, he returned to his previous
position and resumed his glower.

Vanden Hoyt slently sudied the four of them for along moment, then camly said, "You had a
frightening experience when Mecllargiefired at that hopper. Now you know why amaost nobody ever
fires on ahopper formation—and nobody is ever supid enough to do it asecond time.”

He gave them time to dwell on that before continuing. "Third platoon failed to achieve itsmisson—to
stop Mike Company. In part because the first of our teamsto come into contact with them, the team that
could have done the most to tie them up while the rest of the teams maneuvered to hurt them, got itsalf
caught immediately and put Mike Company onfull dert." He looked directly at Macllargie and added, "I
hope at least some of uslearned something.”

Thefull company stood at ease in morning formation behind its barracks. Everyone wore the
dull-green garrison utilities that hadn't changed much in gppearance from the field uniforms of the
twentieth century. Captain Conorado, the company commander, stood front and center, the company's
other officers arrayed behind him. Gunnery Sergeant Thatcher was at his post to the left of the officers.
Even Top Myer, the company first sergeant who was rarely seen at morning formation, was present.

"We have adeployment,” Captain Conorado announced. There were few murmurs and fewer visible
reactionsin the ranks. Mogt of the men had been on enough previous deployments for the announcement
to be dmost routine. The only thing out of the ordinary was that a new mission had come so soon after
the last one. "'In three days, 34th FIST will board ship for trangit to Confederation member world—" He
looked at the paper in his hand to make sure of the name. " Wanderjahr.” That did cause murmurs—if
the skipper had to double-check the name of the place they were going to, it must really be out of the
way. "All I cantell you about the mission &t thistime is Wanderjahr has an insurgency problem and has
requested Confederation assistance.”



Conorado looked sharply to hisleft. "Company Gunnery Sergeant,” he barked, "front and center!”

Gunny Thatcher snapped to attention, took three brisk stepsto hisfront, pivoted, and marched to the
company commander.

"Company Gunnery Sergeant, the company isyours,” Conorado said sharply.

"Sir, the company ismine," Thatcher acknowledged. "Aye aye, sr." He brought hishand up in asharp
sute.

Conorado returned the salute equally sharply, executed atraining manua about face, and marched
toward the entrance to the barracks. The other officers and the first sergeant fell in behind him.

Thatcher about-faced and barked out, "Comp'ny, aten-TION!" He quickly scanned the company.
There were afew new men who had never deployed before, but most of them had already beenin
combat. His chest swdlled; he knew they'd acquit themsaves well once more, whatever thismisson
entailed. "Platoon sergeants, you have your orders. Comp-NEE, disMISSED!"

First and second platoons broke ranks and headed for the barracks to begin preparations for the
deployment.

Before third platoon got away, Bass snapped out, "As you were, third platoon.” The men, who had
aready broken formation, shuffled back into position. None of them stood quite at attention, though they
weredl attentive. Bass waited until the rest of the company was far enough away that he could speak
without shouting. "' Claypoole, Dean, on me." The two men stepped out of ranks and ran to stand at
attention in front of him. Basslooked to his|eft, to the first squad leader. " Sergeant Hyakowa, the
platoon isyours. Get them ready.”

"Ayeaye," Hyakowasad. He stepped to the front of the platoon and dismissed the men from
formation. Asthey left they al looked at Bass and the two men standing in front of him, wondering what
was up.

"The skipper wantsto see you," Bass said when the others were gone. "So let's go and see the
skipper."

Claypoole and Dean |ooked at each other. Dean wondered if Claypoole had screwed up in some way
and gotten them both in trouble. He wished they were in their dress scarlets with their medals shiny on
their chests, not that they had many, only two apiece. But one of those two was a Bronze Star, won for
bravery in the face of the enemy. Still, he thought an officer wouldn't be as hard on aman whose chest
showed he was a hero.

Claypoole had no ideawhy the company commander wanted to see them. But he knew neither of
them had done anything wrong.

"What's he want usfor?' Dean asked as the three of them headed for the barracks.
"Hedidn't say" wasdl Bassreplied.

Claypoole and Dean stood at attention in front of Captain Conorado's desk, staring at aspot on the
wall above and behind the seated company commander. Bass stood casualy behind them. Ensign vanden
Hoyt stood at one side of the desk. Top Myer at the other Sde with hisarms sternly folded across his
burly chest.

Conorado looked at the two PFCs expressionlessly and thumped the end of a stylus on his desktop a
few times. He didn't look happy. "At ease," he said after amoment. He smiled dightly at the two young
Marineswho now looked at him nervoudy. "Relax, you're not in trouble.”

Dean wasvisgbly relieved. Claypoole perked up.



"I've got aspecid job for the two of you. Y ou know that FIST HQ got hit hard by raiders on Elnedl,
don'tyou?'

"Yesdr," they said together.
"I heard they got chopped up pretty bad,” Claypoole said.

Dean grimaced at Claypool€e's forwardness. Top Myer glowered at Claypoole; Bassnudged himin
thekidney.

"Y ou heard right,” Conorado confirmed. "They lost so many men who haven't been replaced yet that
Brigadier Sturgeon has ordered each company-size unit in the FIST to detacth two men to FIST HQ for
our upcoming operation. After al due consideration, and full consultation with the company's officers and
senior NCOs, I've picked you two."

Dean blanched a being told he was going to leave the company.

"What?' Claypoole exclaimed. "We didn't do anything wrong, we're good Marines. How come you
want to get rid of us?'

Conorado held up ahand to forestdl reaction from the othersin his office. "Asyou were, PFC," he
sad inacommanding voice.

"Ayeaye, dr." Claypoole snagpped to attention, followed haf abesat later by Dean.

"l said 'at ease,’ so relax. That'sright, Claypoole, you didn't do anything wrong." He leaned back in his
chair. "The brigadier was very specific about the kind of men he wants. Sharp, intelligent, quick learners
who have been on at least one operation and know how to fight. Y ou two fit that description. Y ou
probably know that headquarters types think that infantrymen are pretty dumb. Well, they think that
because we routinely do things they're afraid to do. The fact that each of you has a Bronze Star should
impress them enough for them to show you some respect.” He sat straight again and said briskly, "I'm
giving you this assgnment because | know you'll do agood job and will reflect well on this company.
Then, when you rgjoin us, you'll be able to do that much better ajob because you'll have a degper
understanding of what goes on & higher levels. Do you have any questions?

"Nossr,” Dean said. Claypoole shook his head.

"Good. Then you're dismissed. Get al your gear ready and report back to the office at fourteen hours.
Top Myer will arrange for your transportation to FIST."

When they were out of the captain's office. Dean pulled Corpora Doyle, the chief clerk, from where
he was supervisng PFC Pamer in getting the company office ready to mount out. "Did you hear that?' he
asked.

Doyle pulled aface. "Yeah, | heard.”
"Y ou should be the one going to FIST," Claypoole said, disgruntled. ™Y ou know dl that office stuff."

"Youreaquick learner too,” Dean said. "Y ou proved that when you were humping across the Martac
Waste with us." Corpora Doyle, the company's senior clerk, had been with the two of them. Staff
Sergeant Bass, and four other Marines on a patrol on Elned that was involved in some of the fiercest
fighting in that campaign. Like the others, he had earned a Bronze Star for heroism.

"Right," PFC Pamer brokein. "I think he should have picked you too." Before Corpora Doylejoined
the company, Palmer had been the chief clerk—the only clerk. He wanted to be top dog again. They
ignored him—Pamer was only aclerk, not afighting Marine. Doyle was "only" aclerk too, but he had
fought alongside the blastermen, and they had arespect for him they had for no other clerks.

"Well," Doyle said, "they didn't pick me. But listen, if they need someone else, put in agood word for
me, will you?"



"Y ou know wewill."

Claypoole clapped Doyle on the shoulder and the two left the office to pack their gear, grumbling
about being picked for office duty.

On the appointed day, the 34th FHeet Initia Strike Team boarded Essays, the navy's surface-to-orbit
shuttles, and lifted off to mate with and board the medium cruiser CNSS Denver.

"A cruiser?' Macllargie asked. "What are we doing on a cruiser? Do they expect usto man the crow's
nest and repel boarders?

"Shut up, Macllargie," said Corpord Dornhofer, hisfireteam leader. ™Y ou wouldn't understand even if
somebody told you." To himsdlf, Dornhofer was wondering the same thing. Why werethey goingona
medium cruiser ingtead of atroop transport?

But they had neither time nor energy to worry about the reason. They had to get to their quarters, stow
their gear, and prepare for the first jump. All of which was more difficult than it should have been since
they weren't familiar with a cruiser's layout and the ship wasin null-g orbit.

The Denver was aconfuson of sounds: metalic pings rang throughout the ship from crewsworking on
itshull to repair the ravages of interstd lar flight; gears clanged as great chain drives mysterioudy moved
strange objects to unknown destinations; swesty chief petty officers bellowed orders at greasy salorsto
urge them on in their portside preparations, motors whirred and squealed as bulk movers shifted loads
from hither to yon.

Not a man among the thousand Marines of 34th FIST had agood idea of what the bustle around them
wasal about. All they could do was dlow the navy ratings to snap them into draglines, then float along
behind them through endless passageways to wherever they were bound. Some of the passageways went
thisway, othersthat, gtill morein athird dimension. Under powered flight within aplanetary system,
some passageways would go fore and aft or side to side while others went up and down. During timein
warp-space some horizontals would become verticals, and vice versa. The Marines had no way of
knowing which waswhich at thistime, and few of them cared; they knew they wouldn't spend much time
wandering the ship.

Eventually they reached the holds where they were to be berthed. Holds, not troop compartments.
The Denver was acombat ship and had compartments for its crew, not for passengers. At least the
holds had berthing, row upon row of narrow cots stacked five high. Lockerswere just smal-item
containers stacked between the cots. The Marines didn't voice much inway of complaint, most of them
having suffered worse accommodeations at the hands of the navy. Even the officers and senior NCOs
didn't fed badly used at finding that their quarters were sections of the holdsincompletely walled off by
gacks of small-item containers.

"Secure your gear,” the platoon sergeants bellowed as they propelled themsdvesthrough the air in
their platoon areas.

"If it can fitinyour lockers, fit it in your lockers,” the squad leaders shouted asthey flitted from man to
man, dowing only to show the newest men how to do it. Blagters, truly safetied because their batteries
wouldn't be issued until the end of the journey, were locked into place at the heads of the cot stacks.
Crew-served weapons were secured in the senior NCO quarters.

The Marines were given less than a half hour to settle in before Klaxons blared and awell-modulated
female voice announced, "The ship is about to leave port. For safety's sake, everyone secure yourselves
into your launch couches. | say again, the ship is about to leave port, secure yoursavesin your launch
couches”

"Launch couches?' someone shouted. "What launch couches?"



"Belay the mickeymouse, people,” the platoon sergeants and squad leaders ordered. "Everybody, in
your cots." The platoon sergeants added, "These aren't automatics, strap yoursalvesin,” and the squad
leaderstook up the cry. Fire team leaders hustled their men into their cots, made sure they were all
strapped in, then took care of themselves. The squad |eaders checked the fire team leaders work, then
secured themsalves. Thelast Marinesto strap in were the platoon sergeants. In Kilo Company, one
platoon sergeant wasn't fast enough and the abrupt accel eration of the Denver dammed him to the deck,
bresking hisarm.

It took two daysfor the Denver to reach itsfirst jump point, where its crew and passengers were
subjected to the trias of transition into warpspace. A day after that, each company was assembled
separately in whatever areaits commander could locate for abriefing on the upcoming mission. Company
L was lucky enough to get the ship'sgym.

* % %

The ship's gym wasn't the largest space on the Denver, and the exercise apparatus and fitness-testing
equipment that filled it made it seem smdller. But it was big enough. Squad leaders picked spots and had
their men make themselves comfortable on the machines or the surrounding floor space. They were
packed tightly, but didn't have to sit on each other. Unobtrusively, the platoon sergeants stood at the
main hatch, blocking egress to anyone who might have ideas about skipping the briefing. Gunny Thatcher
blocked entry to the shower room by himself. A small platform was set up at the secondary entrance,
which led to officer country, and Top Myer stood on it, burly arms folded across his beefy chest, looking
over the men of Company L. Everyone quickly quieted under thefirst sergeant’s scrutiny and looked
atentively toward him.

Noises came through the hatch at Myer's back. He looked toward it, then faced the company again
and bellowed, "COMP-ny, A-ten-TION!" just as Captain Conorado, followed by the other officers,
burgt through the hatch. Myer stepped off the platform to give the captain space. All present scrambled
to their feet and snapped to as close an gpproximation of attention as they could manage in the cramped
space.

"Asyou were," Conorado shouted as he bounded onto the platform. He stood feet spread and arms
akimbo, bent forward dightly at the waist, looking every bit the Marine combat commander as his men
ettled themsalves back down. Then hetook along moment to look around the compartment, giving the
impression that he looked each man directly in the eye. The other five officers, who stood againgt the
bulkhead behind him, looked at their own men.

"We are on anomind training misson to the world of Wanderjahr," Conorado findly said when
everyone was back in place. He didn't shout, but his voice carried loud and clear to every maninthe
compartment, undampened by the 120 bodiesthat filled it. "Thereisan interna conflict under way on that
planet. Officialy, the Confederation classfiesit asarebelion, not acivil war. Wanderjahr'sruling
oligarchy callsit banditry. Wanderjahr doesn't have an army, it has a heavily armed paramilitary police
force cdled the Feldpalizel, which is German for ‘field police.’ The Feldpolizel are getting their tails
whipped by the opposition forces, whether they are bandits or rebels. The oligarchs have requested that
the Confederation send in Marinesto train the Feldpolize in combet tactics so they can fight more
effectively." He shook his head. "From what I've read in the reports, it sounds like the Feldpolizei gointo
the hillsand try to use urban riot control measuresto fight guerrillabands. Asyou canimagine, that
doesn't work very well. We are going to teach them how to fight like soldiers.” He had to pause ashis
Marines nudged each other and whispered what an easy job they had coming up if dl they had to do was
teach cops how to fight like soldiers; that they'd probably wrap it up in aweek or so and then pull some
liberty.

"All right, belay the mickeymouse," Conorado ordered after afew seconds. "We're going to teach
them how to be good soldiers, the kind who can do serious fighting. One thing that meansis, when the



Feldpolizel sends out patrols againgt the guerrillas, we will go with them to make surethey do it right." He
held up ahand to forestall any questions. ™Y ou will not be going aong as noncombatant advisers. | won't
subject any of my peopleto that kind of danger and neither will the brigadier. Any Marine who goesinto
the hillsgoes as afighter.

"Now, we estimate that this operation will last three months. | know, | know, three monthsisn't
anywhere near aslong asthe training you had to become Marines. But the Feldpolizel isdready
organized dong paramilitary lines, and they have probably mastered the basics of garrison soldiery and
know how to use wegpons, so those are things you won't haveto train them in. Thiswill be more on the
lines of an advanced infantry course. And the newest one of you knows alot more about being an
infantryman than amast any of them. When we reach Wanderjahr there will be ashort period of
orientation and organi zation. Then you will be assigned to the Feldpalize unitsyou'll betraining.

"l saw questions on some of your faceswhen | mentioned the ruling oligarchy. It'san unusua form of
government that few, if any of you, have ever seen before. I'm going to let the first sergeant cover that
when he gives you his orientation. First Sergeant, the company isyours."

Myer leaped onto the platform as Conorado stepped down from it and bellowed, "COMP-ny,
A-ten-TION!" The officers were gone before the Marines could get to their feet. Myer let them stand at
attention for amoment while he glared a them. He glared not because he was angry, but to sharpen their
attention on him and what he had to say.

"At ease" He clumped hisfeet on the platform—it wasn't big enough for him to pace on—as though
collecting histhoughts. Then he glowered out at the company. "l was watching you while the skipper was
talking, and | got the distinct impression that most of you think thisis some kind of candy-ass operation
we're going on, that it'll be the easiest thing anyone ever did to earn acampaign star on hisMarine
Expeditionary Medd. Wdll, if that's what you're thinking, jettison it right now. We could be walking into a
mest grinder. The rebelswin every time the Feldpalize fights them. And the Feldpalizel isarmed with
blasters and other modern weapons, and the rebels are mostly armed with projectile wegpons. That's
right, men armed with antiques are routindy whipping men with modern arms. Think about it, and think
about why it's possible. Now, most of what I'm going to tell you to help you think about what we might
be up againgt isn't suff you'l find in any diplomatic area study or officid intelligence report. It'swhét I've
learned or figured out from my unofficia sources. Unfortunately | haven't been there mysdlf to know
absolutely what I'm going to tell you, but my sources are generdly pretty reliable.

"One reason the rebdl s keep beating the Feldpolizel ismany of the oligarchs and their families see
commissionsin the Feldpolizel asaconvenient job for mae offspring who aren't smart enough for
anything e'se." He paused and raised his eyebrows at the sounds of surprise from the men. "That'sright.
The Wanderjahr Feldpolizel commissionsits officers directly from civilian life; they don't haveto prove
themsdlves by being enlisted men firgt like our officers do. The troopers, that's the junior enlisted men, al
come from the middle and lower ranks of Wanderjahrian society. They've got amorale problem because
of thissharp classdigtinction.

"The guerrillas, on the other hand, have intelligent, highly educated leaders, most of whom studied
offworld, savera of whom studied military history, and afew have served in the Confederation forces.

"Now, most of you have probably never heard of an oligarchy, so I'll take amoment or two to
describeit for you. It'san odd form of government, one that's cropped up very few timesin human
history.

"Mogt of you are from democracies or republics, places where the citizens have avoice in how their
government functions and what it does; places where any citizen can enter government and riseto the

highest ranks. Some of you are from monarchies, where you have a hereditary ruler and aristocrats—and
the rulers have a sense of noblesse oblige, an obligation to take care of their people.



"Widl, an oligarchy in't like ether of them. | won't bother describing the classicd dligarchy, just this
one. On Wanderjahr afew people, the heads of just nine families, own the whole world and share power
with no one. Each isatotally autonomous dictator in hisor her own geographic area, and they only get
together for mattersthat concern al of them. Thereisvery little vertical socia movement. Thereisno
independent judicia system to which acitizen can gpply for relief from an unjust oligarch. Thecitizens
have no voice. Before you start thinking I'm contradicting what | said earlier about the guerrillaleaders
being educated offworld, the oligarchs send the brightest of their subjectsto school so they'll be better
servants. This brought about some unanticipated consequences, and they don't know how to dedl with
them. They're cdlling usin to save them from the error of some of their ways. Thisisin somewaysavery
political operation. If they don't like what we're doing, they can send us away— not that we won't be
doing agood job, mind you, but they might see some thingswell be doing as threatening.” He shook his
head. " Given the organization of the Feldpolizel, | don't see how we can do the job without relieving a
good many of the officers of their commands, and you can be sure that will upset more than afew of the
oligarchs.

"| should say afew words about who these oligarchs are, from whom they're descended. First off,
they're German. Those of you from Earth are probably aware that Prussia, Bavaria, and Hanover are
collectively referred to as 'Germany,’ even though they're separate geopolitical entities. For those of you
who dept through your history classes, that's because until the middle of the twenty first-century they
were one country.

"The Germans have dways been atough bunch. Way back in the time of the Caesars, when they were
just afew barbarian tribes, the Teutons and Alemanni stopped the Roman advance into northern Europe,
stopped them dead in their tracks.

"Once the Germans became more or less civilized, they were abunch of independent little kingdoms,
principdities, and dukedoms. They entertained themsalves by doing alot of warring againgt each other
and their non-German neighbors. But none of them were powerful enough to be truly dangerouson a
wide scae. It wasn't until they got unified as one nation in the second haf of the nineteenth century that
they made the rest of the world sit up and take notice. That's because they started trying to take over. At
some point in their history— it probably began back when they stopped the Romans—they started
convincing themselves that they were better than anybody else, some kind of ‘Master Race." They were
certainly highly advanced technologically, they had some of the best scientists throughout history, and
they knew warfare and were highly innovative & it.

"Well, their first successes as aunified nation embol dened the Germans, and in the early twentieth
century they tried to take over al of Europe and started what came to be called World War One. That
was the most widespread, most devastating war the world had ever seen. They invented and used the
mogt horrific wegpons mankind had concelved to that time. Millions upon millions of men werekilled
throughout Europe. Fortunately for the rest of the world, the Germans were overconfident and ended up
losing because they took on too many enemies. World War One was so terrible that the rest of the
advanced nations swore off war. But not the Germans. They rebuilt, reconstructed, invented newer and
deadlier wegpons and tactics, and twenty years after losing World War One started another world war,
onefar vagter than thefirst one.

"Thistime, Germany was partitioned after it wasfinally beaten. That stopped them. For awhile.
Forty-five years after the end of World War Two, Germany was reunited. They bided their time and it
was a haf century before they started another world war, even bigger than the first two combined.” Top
Myer shook hishead. "They just didn't learn that they weren't big enough or tough enough to take on the
wholeworld. Anyway, after that war, Germany was permanently partitioned.

"The way thislooksto meis, higtoricdly, every time alarge enough portion of the world's Germanic
population has been united under one government, they've tried to take over theworld. Well, on
Wanderjahr, the Germans own the damn whole thing. Y ou can work out the implications for yourselves.



"I've got to add something here so I'm not misunderstood. When | talk about the Germanic peoples, |
don't mean any individuds. Individualy, Germans are like any other people: there are saintsand Snners,
decent people and scoundrels. It's only when you get enough of them together that the Germans become
dangerousto everybody dse. Lance Corporal Schultz, for example, is of German descent. | like
Hammer Schultz. HE's one of the finest, most decent human beings it has ever been my privilege to mest.
He'sagood man, he'sagood Marine. I've enjoyed drinking with him afew times. | wouldn't object to
him marrying my daughte—don't you get any ideas there, Hammer! But make an army of him, and helll
make mefear for al of Human Space.

"On Wanderjahr, we have aworld the Germans own. They think they know it dl, they think they're
awaysright, they believe anyone who doesn't agree with them is necessarily wrong. So bear that in mind
whileweretrying to turn their Feldpolizei into aproper fighting force.

"There's one other thing you have to be aware of on Wanderjahr. The planet's home to many very big
animals. Some of them have very large teeth and eat meat. Fortunately, theré's not many of those. Most
of these beasts are plant eaters, and some of them look pretty docile. Don't be fooled. If adocile,
twenty-ton plant eater accidentaly stepson you, it'll kill you just as quickly asafive ton meet eater that
thinksyou're just theright Size for an after-dinner mint.

"That isal. COMP-ny, A-ten-TION!" Top Myer glared out at the company for amoment, wondering
how much of what he said got through to them. Enough, he hoped, to prevent some needless degths.
"DisMISSED!"

Company L's officerslistened to Top Myer's briefing over the intercom in Captain Conorado's
quarters. Ensggn vanden Hoyt looked at his company commander wide-eyed at what the first sergeant
had to say.

Conorado saw his newest officer's expression and chuckled. ™Y ou think that was something?' he said.
"Y ou should have heard the briefing he gave before our last operation. He began that one with, 'Were
going up againgt abunch of bloodthirsty savages.' The Top isn't interested in giving accurate hitoric
lectures, and he might not always have everything right—and he certainly has a unique point of view at
times. But that doesn't matter.

"Y ou see, thefirgt sergeant hates having Marineswounded or killed. He feds every injury or degth
deeply, persondly. What he doesin his briefingsistry to get the attention of the men, to focus them on
the upcoming operation so they'll be asdert aspossible. | don't care what he tellsthem, aslong asit
makes them sharp and kegpsthem dive.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Theforce of the explosion hurled Dean from his console onto the floor, where he lay stunned for
severd seconds, hisearsringing while debris, dust, and papers swirled dl around him. Realizing he was
not serioudy injured, hejumped to hisfeet, looking for Claypoole.

"They missed!" Claypoole grinned lopsidedly from where he sat dumped against the communications
equipment. Blood trickled from asmal cut just above hisright eyebrow, caused by flying glass.
Claypoole scrambled to his feet and began brushing dust and plaster flakes from his utilities.

"Stay away from those windows!" Commander Peters shouted. Fortunately, like the other two in the
small office, hed been facing away from the windows when the bomb went off, and so sustained only
some minor cuts from the flying glass. "Come on, let's check to seeif there are any other casuaties!”

Before he could exit the small cubicle that had been designated as FIST F-2 section, Brigadier Ted
Sturgeon stuck hishead in the door. "Okay in here?' the FIST commander asked. Histhin red hair was



white with plaster dust. "Don't anybody go outside the building until | givethe dl clear,” he added, and
then pounded off down the corridor to check on the other elements of his headquarters staff.

Dean felt an overwhelming urgeto stick his head outside the blasted window, to see what was going
on in the street three stories below, where the bomb had just gone off. Shouts, screams, and the roar of
burning firesfiltered up to him through the smoke and dust. Commander Peterslaid his hand on Dean's
shoulder. "If these guys know what they're doing, Dean, therell be another bomb out there somewhere,
et to go off when the rescue squads arrive and survivors start to pour out of the buildings onto the street.
There's nothing we can do about it now but lie low. Later Brigadier Sturgeon'll work with the acade and
the police, work out the emergency procedures. But were too new here to do anything.”

"Hell of awelcome," Claypoole said, grinning as he brushed debris off hisworkstation.

Commander Peters couldn't help smiling. At first, when the two grunts had been assgned to him as
replacement "intelligence andysts,” held been dubious. But the FIST commander had given him no
choice. Left to him, Peters would have taken men from the Psychological Operations section to replace
the hospitdized analysts. But the brigadier, who emphasized that dl Marineswere qudified infantrymen
before they were anything else, had put the psyops men, dong with the men from the gun and
trangportation companies and the composite squadron, into the field as part of the mobile training teams
supporting the line companiestraining and leading the Wanderjahrian Feldpolizei units. In fact, for this
mission, to get as many men in thefield as he could, the brigadier had ordered Commander Van Winkle,
of theinfantry, to assgn as much of his battaion staff as possible to duty with the various Feldpolizel
garrisons as commanders and shift leaders. He told hisnow drastically reduced staff, "It'll be good for
you to be overworked here in Brosigville. Make the time go quicker. Keep you out of trouble.”

Reuctantly, Commander Peters had been forced to admit that with lots of hard work and constant
supervision, he could probably get by with only two gifted amateursto help him with hisduties. Y et
during the trip from Thorsfinni's World, hed come to appreciate the pair's quick intelligence and their
willingnessto learn. He liked Dean's serious attitude toward the unfamiliar work and his curiogity about
intelligence operationsin generd. Claypoole, who was also afast |earner, complemented Dean's
seriousness with abubbling sense of humor and an optimistic outlook.

And Dean and Claypoole had been with Charlie Bass on Elneal. The story of how the platoon
sergeant had led his men across the desert and fought it out hand to hand with the Siad chieftain was
aready aMarinelegend, and Commander Peters was fascinated by the story asthe two PFCstoldit.

For their part. Dean and Claypoole had come to respect the narrow-shouldered, hawk-nosed
intelligence officer and to gppreciate what he did for their commander and his staff. He was an easy man
to work for, thorough in al he did, had infinite patience, and was aways ready to explain. Hewas a
highly educated, contemplative man who often failed to pay close attention to hisuniform, leaving flaps
unfastened and once coming to work without any insggniaof rank on his collars. When Claypoole
diplomaticaly pointed this out, the commander blushed and smiled with embarrassment but thanked
Claypoole for noting the discrepancy, in timethey cameto think they were "taking care' of their new
boss, awidely traveled officer who could expound learnedly about the political and military Situation on
any of adozen worlds.

Their bitter disgppointment at being detailed to the staff and separated from their buddiesin Company
L'sthird platoon had faded somewhat by the time the contingent reached Wanderjahr. The two were
soon caught up in the hectic life of the staff officers, where everything was done at the double quick.
Brigadier Sturgeon, normaly seen in the line companies only during ingpections or on other formal
occasions, was afamiliar figure and adominating presence on the staff. Often during the flight to
Wanderjahr he would come into the F-2 section and lean casually againgt abulkhead, chatting easily with
the commander. At briefings. Dean and Claypoole sat proudly in the rear of the room, staring at the



backs of the battalion and company commanders heads. Once, on hisway out, Captain Conorado
nodded at the pair and flashed them a conspiratorial wink. For the two enlisted men, that
acknowledgment was more satisfying than amedal. It meant he was satisfied they were proving an asset
to the staff Since their conduct there reflected well upon his company.

"Widl, I'm getting alittle tired of people blowing up my office," Commander Peters said with agrin,
referring to the mortar attack that had wiped out his staff when the FIST wasfighting the tribesmen on
Elned. "How'sthat cut on your head, Claypoole?’

"No worse than yours. Commander,” Claypoole replied. For the first time, Peters noticed dried blood
on his collar and put his hand to the side of his neck. It came away bloody from agash just below his eft
ear. "How're you, Dean?" he asked.

"Sir, if | were any better, they'd investigate—"

The second bomb detonated. Since dl the loose materia ingde the building had been blown away by
thefirst explosion, the men were only stunned by the shock wave of the second one. Now al three
rushed to the window and looked down into the chaosin the street below. Dean clearly saw an armless
man stumbling and screaming in the Street, the severed brachia arteries pumping his blood away in bright
spurts. As Dean watched, the man collgpsed amid the rubble and lay ill.

"Holy God," Claypoole muttered. Commander Peterss face was ashen.

Dozens of people had been killed and mutilated in the blast. Just as Peters predicted, they had
emerged from the buildings after the first bomb, only to be caught by the full force of the second device.
Thefirst rescue units on the scene had a so been caught in the blast, and their burning vehicles added fuel
to the inferno raging in the street. The commander felt no satisfaction over his prescience, unlessit was
that they were not among the casudties; hefelt only a sickening sense of failure that he hadn't been able
to warn those people down below. Suddenly Dean lurched back from the window with an involuntary
shout. He'd just noticed aman's severed hand, badly burned, resting on the ledge inches from his nose.

"We can't stay here anymore,” Peters said as he headed for the doorway. Dean and Claypoole
followed him out.

Brigadier Sturgeon was assembling the saff by the sairs. "Weve offered help from our own medical
people, they're experienced in handling traumainjurieslike these," he said, "and dl thefire and rescue
unitsin the city are on their way here. The hospitals are dso standing by. Well give what help we can to
the civilian authorities. Y ou al know combet first aid. First goddamned thing tomorrow, I'm moving our
headquartersto the port, where we can establish our own security. | should have known better than to
have moved usin here." Heled his staff down the stairs and out into the street.

Horror greeted the Marines when they stepped out of the building. Bodies and body partslay
everywhere. Many wounded were in agony. For amoment Dean just stood, gaping stupidly at the
carnage dl about him, and quickly lost sght of Claypoole and the others asthey fanned out to assist the
victims nearest them. He ssumbled forward into the carnage until he spotted a policeman trying with badly
shaking hands to apply his belt as atourniquet to awoman's severed leg. Shaking off his stupor, he
rushed forward to help. When they'd stanched the flow of blood there, they tried to assist abadly burned
man nearby, but he was aready in shock, and when they tried to move him to amore comfortable
position. Dean could clearly see the man's spine and his lungs through ajagged gash in his back, just
below hisleft shoulder. Despite hisinjuries, the man kept inssting he could get up and walk, and Dean
had to help the policeman restrain him while the man fought them weekly and muttered in alanguage
Dean couldn't understand.

"I-1 think I know thisman," the police officer mumbled amost inaudibly asthey tried to make the
victim'slast minutes as comfortable asthey could.



During the next hour they assisted numerous other victims. Later, Dean couldn't recall clearly the exact
sequence of events during that time, only digointed individua scenes of horror that coaesced into a
continuous montage of blood and mangled bodies. One memory that made him wince long afterward was
the ssght of aman's body blown completely in half, the jagged bones of his shattered pelvisabrilliant
white againg the burned flesh of hislegs. Tendrils of intestines, the remains of his colon, looking like
strings of overcooked pasta, stuck up through the pelvic bones, while his genitals hung down between his
legs, burned black by the heat of the blast.

Asthe medical rescue units began arriving in force, somebody established atriage and Dean helped
the policeman, whose name was Gonzales, carry the wounded to the first-aid station established on the
bombed-out ground floor of a nearby department store. Gradually order began to appear. Dean and
Gonza es paused for afew momentsto rest. Dean stared down at his hands, which were caked with
dried blood. The policeman lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. He offered Dean adrag.

"What isit?" Dean asked, suspicious at the way the cigarette seemed ingtantly to calm the policeman.
"Thule," he answered, offering him the cigarette again.
"Sorry," Dean replied. "We're not alowed to take that stuff on duty.”

The policeman shrugged. "Me neither, but fuck the regulations,” he said in thickly accented English. He
took another deep drag. He waved an arm at the destruction around them, and Dean suddenly wished
that he could take adrag.

He noticed, then, afigure waking dowly, apparently aimlesdy, amid the debris. Occasionally the man
would reach down, pick up abit of twisted metdl, study it for afew moments, then tossit away.
Gradudly he neared where the two were stlanding, and Dean recognized him then as Chief Long, the
burly, disheveed civilian policeman who'd been sent dong with the 34th FIST to command and train the
Stadtpolizel, the metropolitan—as digtinct from the field—police force in Arschland, Chairman
Arschmann's Staat. The chief looked up at them and nodded in afriendly manner, asif their meeting were
nothing more than a chance encounter on aquiet street.

Long held up apiece of blackened and twisted metal in one hand. "We can find out what kind of
bomb thiswas by anayzing this fragment,” he announced. He dipped it into an evidence envelope. "But
the question | must ask, gentlemen, is, 'Who did this? We haven't been here two days. Oh, make no
mistake about it, this bomb was meant for us. But this mission was top secret from the start, so whoever
planned this had to know about our coming for along time, and aso had to know we were going to be
headquartered over there." He nodded toward the ruined facade of the government building. "Well," he
sghed, and theright side of hisface twitched in therictusthat for him passed asa amile, "you boys get
any idess, givemeacadl, en?' Hewaved casudly at the two men and shambled off. Hisrotund figure
was soon obscured by clouds of smoke still drifting away from burning vehicles.

Dean watched the policeman disappear down the street. It must have been the guerrillas who st off
the bombs, he thought. It made sense. After dl, the Marines were here to ded with them, and the
guerrillasjust struck first. Hed ask Commander Peters about it. But Long had made agood point. How
did they know where the headquarters would be when not even Brigadier Sturgeon knew that until two
days ago? Were they that well organized?

Joe Dean continued to stare after Chief Long. For the first time since the bombs went off hefdt a
clutch of fear in hisgut.

Severd days after the bombing, when the FIST headquarters had just relocated to its new facility a
the port. Brigadier Sturgeon stuck his head into the F-2 office and said, "Rafe, get your gear and come
along with me. I've been summoned to the palace of the great nabob.”



"| take it you mean Chairman Arschmann has asked for avisit?' Commander Peters asked.

"Y ep. Bring these two with you." Hewinked at Dean and Claypoole. "Claypoole, you drive, and Dean
can ride shotgun.”

"Ayeaye, dr!" the pair shouted and jumped to their feet, grabbing equipment harnesses and weapons.
Since the bombing, every Marine on Wanderjahr, even the headquarters staff, went everywhere armed
and ready to ddiver immediatefire.

"Shake aleg, Marines," the brigadier added. " Ambassador Spears will meet usat Arschmann'svilla,
and nobody wantsto keep him waiting." The joke was|ost on the two enlisted men, but Commander
Peters grinned. The brigadier had come to like Jayben Spears, the Confederation's ambassador to
Wanderjahr. The ambassador had some very strange persona mannerisms, but once the FIST
commander got to know him, he discovered Spears to be meticuloudy honest, sraightforward in his
speech, and objective to afault, unlike any other member of the Confederation diplomatic corps
Sturgeon had ever met. And of al people, Ambassador Spears was the last who'd ever complain about
being kept waiting, especidly if there were free food and drink to keep him occupied.

Claypoole threw himsdf behind the driver's console and punched in his PIN. The onboard computer
immediately flashed that it was ready. For security, he told the computer the names and ranks of his
passengers and their destination. This information was instantly acknowledged by the headquarters
communications section, which would be monitoring their progress and recording their conversations, as
would the watch onboard the Denver, in orhit.

A heads-up display appeared on the windshield. Claypoole pressed a button on the steering yoke and
vehicle status data were replaced by amap of Brosigville. "Best route. Chairman Arschmann'shome," he
said. A bright yellow route line appeared on the map. A pulsing green dot showed their location. The
display was constantly updated by the string-of-pearls, the geosynchronous satdllites placed into orbit by
the navy upon their arriva.

They covered the eight kilometers from the port to downtown Brosigvillein only afew minutes. A city
of about 250,000, and the oldest settlement on the planet, Brosigville was abeautiful place. Settled
originaly by several waves of Hispanic immigrants, the generd appearance of the city's buildings reflected
the architecture of Latin America. The suburbs consisted of high-grade roads dotted with spacious
resdentid lots on which sat modest but comfortable villasinhabited by the city'slarge middle class. The
less affluent citizenslived in apartment dwellings on the outskirts of the city. The city center was devoted
exclusively to shops, cafes, business establishments, and government facilities. With amean annua
temperature of 55 degrees Fahrenheit, the weather was seldom unpleasant at that latitude. Asit wasloca
summer, most people were dressed casually.

The Marines had found the people easygoing, friendly, and openhanded. Thelocals seemed intensely
but politely curious about the Marines, their families, the worlds they'd come from, their experiencesin
the Corps. To Dean and Claypoole, the young women they saw in the streets and at work in the port
areawere excoticdly beautiful, dways showing white teeth through friendly smiles, black eyesglittering
like diamonds as they tossed long black hair sassily about their shoulders.

Kurt Arschmann's palace, where he lived and from where he ruled Arschland and exercised his
authority as Chairman of the Ruling Council, sprawled dong ahigh ridge six kilometers on the far side of
Broggville from the port. They were waved through the main gates by the security guards. Noting the
light weapons the men carried and the unimpressive defensive positions they manned, the Marines
concluded the guards function wasto aert the main house to the presence of intruders, not to stop them.

Asthebrigadier'slandcar cameto ahdt at the top of along, tree-lined circular driveway in front of the
main entrance, the mansion's white stucco walls and carefully landscaped verdant lawns were impressive
in the bright sunshine. Three other vehicles were parked to one side of the driveway, their operators



lounging about beside them, smoking and talking in low voices. The cars were painted bright colors, and
some sported brilliant pennants and flags from their bumpers. " Some spread,” Claypoole muttered as
Brigadier Sturgeon hopped out and started up the long staircase to the main door.

"You stay here" Commander Peterstold the enlisted men. "Go over there, mingle with the drivers, find
out what you can about who's here and what's going on. Do some redl intelligence gathering for a

change

A wiry, thin-faced little man opened the main doors as the two officers approached the top of the
dairs. "Kdat Uxmal, at your service, gentlemen,” he said, bowing deeply in greeting. "Please follow me.
His Excdlency iswaiting for you in the Gold Room."

Gold Room? Sturgeon mouthed silently to Peters and shook his head. Four people, three men and a
woman, waited for them. Uxmal bowed the Marines through the doors into a sumptuoudy appointed
study decorated in shades of gold and yelow. The sunlight streamed in through windows overlooking an
intricately landscaped garden that seemed to extend for a hectare or more behind the house. The
windows were open and a sweetly scented breeze flowed in steadily from the sun-warmed flower beds
outside.

"Brigadier Sturgeon!" A muscular blond man stood up and moved from behind the desk where held
been stting. The woman, avery handsome athletic lady of about seventy-five, with long blond hair, rose
from her chair and smiled at the two Marines. The third occupant, a heavyset, dark-skinned man whose
black hair was cropped closeto his skull, kept his seat and observed the Marines through half closed
eyes. Findly, there was Ambassador Jayben Spears, who jumped to his feet asthe Marines entered the
room, awarm smile on his bearded face and alarge glass of winein one hand. The ambassador was a
vigorous one hundred years old, with adight paunch; hisclosdy cut hair and beard were gray
interspersed with strands of dark brown. All hislife he had refused the smple procedure that would have
cured hisfardgghtedness, and insisted on wearing spectacles that gave him a permanently owlish look,
when they weren't diding down his nose and making him ook like an absentminded professor.

Brigadier Sturgeon had met with Kurt Arschmann severd timesdready. "Sir, | think you met
Commander Peters, my intelligence officer, a the welcoming ceremony severa daysago,” Sturgeon said.
Arschmann shook hands warmly with Peters.

"Gentlemen, thislovely lady isLorde Keutgens," Arschmann said. "Ashead of Morgenluft Staet, she
isamember of the Ruling Council, and, | am happy to say, my very good friend." Arschmann bowed
toward the stately woman. Lorelel extended her hand to Brigadier Sturgeon, who took it gently in his
own. Her skin was smooth and warm and her grip firm.

"L et me say, gentlemen, how very happy | am to have you here. Brigadier, your men have aready
landed in Morgenluft and begun their work with the Feldpolizel garrisonsthere. | am deeply impressed.”
To Brigadier Sturgeon's surprise, she continued to hold his hand, squeezing it firmly at each word. He
wondered if that was a greeting peculiar to the people of Wanderjahr, but saw that when she took
Peterss hand, she gave it awarm businesdike shake and let it go. Brigadier Sturgeon, who was not
married, could not help feding a bit flattered at the attention. Then he smiled to himsdlf: Thiswoman
knew whom and how to flatter.

"And this other gentleman,” Arschmann said, turning to the man lounging in hischair, "is Turbat
Nguyen-Multan, aso amember of the Ruling Council and one of our most important landowners and
producers of thule." Multan made no move to shake hands with the Marines, just nodded casudly at
them. "Multan is here on other businesstoday,” Arschmann went on, "but | asked him to stay for this
meeting. Y ou may have noticed that he was unable to attend the welcoming ceremony | arranged for
your arriva.

"Ambassador Spearsyou dready know," Arschmann continued.



Spears nodded pleasantly and waved afree hand at the Marines. With the other hand he popped a
piece of kiwi into hismouth. "I never pass up free eats,” Spears commented to no onein particular.

Brigadier Sturgeon was beginning to understand why Spears had been shunted off to a backwater
post. At formal diplomeatic functions his conduct must have been scandalous. Another reason the
brigadier liked the man.

"Pease be seated.” Arschmann motioned the two officersto chairs drawn up closeto hisdesk. A
servant came in with another tray of refreshments. Sturgeon indicated he did not want any, and Peters,
who could have used acool beverage himsdlf, followed his commander'slead, shaking his head no. The
servant padded slently out of the room.

"Brigadier Sturgeon," Arschmann began, "we here on Wanderjahr are direct in our businessand
officid relations, so forgive meif what | am to say seems abrupt. In aword, | wish you to move your
headquarters back into the city.”

Sturgeon nodded affably. "I understand. Excellency, but the answer isno.”

"Heisasdirect asyou are, Kurt!" Lorelei Keutgenslaughed. The brigadier noted that she had a
delightful laugh. He smiled back at her. Multan only snorted. For him that was as close as he ever came

tolaughing.

"But, Brigadier, our agreement with the Confederation specified that you would make your
headquartersin the capita city, so we could better communicate and plan your activities" Arschmann
said. He glanced a Spears, attempting to solicit the diplomat's agreement. Spears merely shrugged, then
Spped a hiswine.

"Y es, Excellency, but my orders are discretionary,” Sturgeon replied. "It ismy opinion as commander
of thisforce that the safety of my Marines comesfirst. Dead Marines are of no vaue to you or to the
Corps. | can better protect my headquarters against terrorist attacks like the one afew days ago, and so
well haveto remain at the port until we have eiminated the people who are responsible.”

"That'sright,” Spears confirmed around amouthful of fruit.

Arschmann was flustered. "But, Sir, surely you understand the, ah, incident of the other day, ah,
requires your stabilizing presence in the city, until the, ah, metro and field police forces achieve the Sate
of competency for which—"

"That'll takeawhile," Lordd. sad dryly. Arschmann affected abrief smile, but the look he gave her
would have killed a subordinate.

"Yes, yes, of course, but until then, well, it would make our citizens fed more secure, Brigadier, if your
men were living among them instead of sequestered at the port.”

"Sir, | am deeply saddened that any of your people were hurt in that bombing. Sincerely. But the
bombs were meant for us, not them. Y our people are actually safer with us outside town. Besides, my
headquarters saff, even with its smal security force, could provide no safety for your townfolk."

"Exactly!" Ambassador Spears said.

"Well..." Arschmann could seethat the brigadier would not budge, especialy since the Confederation
stooge. Ambassador Spears, seemed to be firmly behind everything he was saying. "Well, very well.
Brigadier. Now, | wish to discuss with you the measures you'll take to retrain our security forces. | have
some ideas that—"

Sturgeon held up ahand, silencing Arschmann in mid-sentence. "Excellency, excuse me, but that is not
your areaof expertise. Certainly | would welcome any advice you might have astime goes on and we get
afed for just what needsto be done. But until then, | am taking over these forces. My officersand
noncommissioned officerswill assesswhat is needed to transform your men into afirst-classfighting



force—and then they will do just that. Chief Long, who is occupied in the city and couldn't come with us
today, will do the samefor your metropolitan police force. We will brief you on aregular basis. Those
arethe terms of our agreement, and | will stick to them.”

"Quite s0, quite s0," Ambassador Spears said, nodding his head sagely from where he sat, working on
his second glass of wine.

Arschmann pursed hislips and then nodded briefly. " Are you sure you won't have some refreshment?”’
he asked. He had concluded that the only way to deal with this Marine brigadier wasto treat him asan

equd.

"A cool drink, Sr?If that would be convenient?' Sturgeon asked. Instantly, the servant was back with
histray of refreshments.

Multan cleared histhroat and leaned forward. "Brigadier, your men are very tough fighters, are they
not?' Sturgeon looked at Multan silently for severa seconds, but before he could reply, the oligarch
continued, "Y ou have, how many, one thousand men under your command? Will that be enough? These
bandits are more numerous, | think."

Commander Peters thought: Thisguy knowsalot about us.

Sturgeon took along sip of his cold drink, adelicious combination of thejuices of severd fruits native
to Wanderjahr. "Sir, my men know their jobs." He looked directly into Multan's eyes. "We don't ook for
fights, but when one comes our way, we fight to win. Now, madame, gentlemen, | must beleaving. There
ismuch to be done." He rose, bowed dightly to Arschmann, and walked out of the room. Peters hurried
to keep up with him.

Behind them in the Gold Room, Kurt Arschmann smiled. Things were proceeding perfectly.

Before they reached the main halway, Lorde Keutgens caught up with them and laid arestraining
hand on Brigadier Sturgeon'sarm. "Brigadier,” she said softly but urgently, "will you cometo vist me
soon? | will send my own suborbita. It isvery important.”

"Why, yes, madame, if you wish. We have our own air trangportation. Well arrange avisit with my
operations officer."

"Thank you. But make it soon. And, Brigadier, watch out for Multan.”
"Wearen't even going into his Staat,” Peters volunteered.
"Watch out for Multan,” she repeated, then turned and walked down the corridor.

Sitting in anearby dcove just off the main corridor, obscured by some large potted flowers, Kdat
Uxmd spped hisown cool drink and smiled.

Ambassador Spears caught up to the Marinesin the parking lot outside. "1 think you can trust the
Keutgenswoman, Brigadier," he began without preamble, "but don't trust Multan—and for thelife of the
sainted martyrs of N'ra, don't trust Arschmann.”

Sturgeon looked hard at the ambassador, wondering if hed drunk too much wine.

"I've been here four years, Brigadier,” Spears said, "and | know you can't trust these oligarchs..." He
ticked the names off hisfingers. "And asfar as Kurt Arschmann is concerned, well, asyour Marines
might say, he'sdirtier than the south end of anorthbound kwangduk."

With awave. Spearsjumped into hisown car and |eft the two officers staring after him. It was not the
obscenity of the metaphor that astonished the Brigadier as much as the fact that a senior member of the
Confederation diplomatic corps could talk likeaMarine.



"Whatcha smokin?' Claypoole asked as he sauntered up to the driverslounging around their vehicles.
They looked uncomprehending at first and then one smiled and said, "English!" Claypoole nodded.
"Thule!" one man answered, and offered the Marines adrag on the cigarette. The smoke from their
cigarettes was pleasantly aromatic, tinged with avery faint sharpness that reminded Dean vaguely of
burning grass.

"No thanks, fellas, on duty we aren't dlowed,” Dean said. The man looked bewildered and then
smiled and put the butt back into hislips.

"You. Marine. Y ou smoke?" ashort, burly man with closaly cropped black hair and severa nasty
scars on his head barked. He stuck hisjaw out aggressively at the pair, asif challenging them. One hand
rested lightly on the butt of an old fashioned handheld blaster, an ugly, inefficient wegpon compared to
the onesthe Marines carried, but <till deadly. Between his shoulder blades hung a machete, its rugged
handle sticking up above hisleft shoulder. To the Marinesit seemed an awkward, uncomfortable thing to
be carrying around, but evidently the man took much prideinit.

"Yeah," Claypoole answered, producing afresh cigar from a cargo pocket. "Best 'baccathey grow on
'Finni's. Smoke?" The rough-looking man turned hislips down and waved the cigar away. Claypoole
generoudy offered it to the other two, who politely declined. He shrugged and lit up, sucking the smoke
deep into hislungs. The three Wanderjahrians watched him curioudy. "Tobacco kill you," the ugly one
muttered darkly. "Thule no hurt.”

"Y ou drivers?' Dean asked, pointedly ignoring the unwanted medical advice.

"No, wewhores!" one of the men answered, and began to laugh loudly. The other two laughed aong
with him and dgpped him on the back.

Dean grunted and made awry face. "Guess that's one for him," he said to Claypoole out of the side of
his mouth. He tried again: "Whom do you drivefor?'

"Midgress Keutgens," one of the men answered. Dean had compiled adossier on her for Commander
Peters. Seventy-five, five grandchildren; two girls, three boys, edest a granddaughter, nineteen. Husband
and only child killed five years ago in an aircraft accident. Reportedly the richest woman on Wanderjahr.
Her holdings were in the southern hemisphere of the planet, about an eight-hour flight by suborbital from
Brosigville. Good-looking woman for her age. Solid reputation al the way around.

"MeMultan," the ugly one said proudly, thrusting his chin forward again.
Claypoole suppressed an urge to land afist on that arrogant chin. "Nice name," he said.

"No!" the man barked. "Multan my master!" He said it asif Claypoole were acompleteidiot. "l am
Garth. | drive much and well for him."

"Nice haircut you got there. Garth. Ever been in the Marines?' Dean said, trying to lighten the tension.
Garth just stared at him in stony silence. "Well," Dean went on, "what brings you guys up here?’

"Mesting. Much talking," the Keutgens driver replied. He shrugged asif what was being discussed by
his mistress was too far beyond his comprehension to be of interest.

"You. Marine. Y ou work for redhead guy?' Garth asked, obviousdy meaning Brigadier Sturgeon. The
guy was observant.

"Yes, our brigadier. Tough man,” Claypoole answvered.

"Y ou, Marine, you tough too?' Garth asked. He grinned broadly. The two Marines were startled to
seethat histeeth had dl been ground to sharp points.

"Ummm, well, felas," Claypoole began, staring at Garth'steeth, "we don't go around lookin' for fights,
but one comes our way, yeah, we kick ass."



Thelook on Garth's face indicated he did not quite understand the meaning of the expresson. He
motioned a Claypool€e's bolstered blaster. ™Y ou show me. Marine.”

Claypoole rested his hand on the holster flap and leaned close to Garth'sface. " Sorry, shitbird, but
regulations say if | draw thisweapon, well, I'd just have to kill you withit." He pronounced each word
very carefully. Startled, Garth stepped backward and bumped hisrear hard against the side of his
vehicle. Claypoole smiled fiercdly.

"Well, fellas™ Dean said with feigned heartiness, "been good talking to you. We gottago now!" He
grabbed Claypool€'s elbow and pulled him in the direction of their own car.

"Jesus X. Muhammead," Claypoole hissed, "Elned dl over again!”
"Wédll, a least we're not back in the desert.”

"Y eah, but that ugly bastard back there belongsin the desert, and | bet if there's one anywhere on this
planet, that'swhereyoull find him hiding out.”

Behind them the man named Garth straightened up dowly and glared after the Marines. Then he
smiled with red amusement and spit on the ground.

Back at the brigadier's vehicle, Claypoole did in behind the driver's console. "L et's go to Juanita's
tonight,” he said to Dean.

"Rachman, we've only been here about aweek and you dready found a place?' Dean asked. He'd
been too tired the few nights they'd been off duty to do anything but deep.

"Y ep. They have beer there, and the girls..." Herolled his eyes and laughed.
"Lemmedrive," Dean said. "Come on, Rock, don't hog dl the fun.”
"Nope. Brigadier designated me asthe driver and—"

"Moveover. Maring" Brigadier Sturgeon shouted, sartling Claypoole. "'I'm driving thisthing. You
can't hog al the fun for yoursdf. Y ou men climb in back," he said as he punched his PIN number into the
computer. "And keep asharp lookout. | think some peoplered close by don't like us very much.”

"Y ou got that right, gir," Claypoole muttered as he climbed into the back, undoing the flap to his
blaster. He turned and grinned fiercely at Dean, who stuck hismiddle finger out at him.

CHAPTER FIVE

"Aren't they pretty," Macllargie said under his breath from the end of first squad's rank.

Dornhofer and Van Impe, next in line, ignored him, but from where he stood in formation on the other
sde of Dornhofer, Godenov whispered back with awe, "I never thought 1'd see uniforms brighter than
our officers.”

"Quiet intheranks,” Chan stage-whispered. If he'd been standing closer to Godenov, held have given
him an ebow intheribs.

Ratliff flicked his eyes|eft toward Chan and thought the lance corpora was going to be agood
influence on hisnew man. Now if only Van Impe would help Dornhofer the same way.

"Gorgeous," Macllargie said softly. "And they stand at attention so nicely too."
"Knock it off!" Van Impe said.

Sergeant Hyakowa didn't seem to move amuscle, but his soft voice came clear to first squad from
where he, as senior squad leader, stood at ease in the platoon sergeant's position to the front of the
platoon. "Don't make me turn around, people.” Second and third squads, in their ranks behind first, knew



Hyakowawasn't speaking to them.
Mecllargie thought afew moments of silent admiration of the Feldpolizel might be advisable.

Three companies of Wanderjahrian Feldpolizel faced third platoon from the other side of the parade
ground of the 257th Feldpolizel Grafshaftsbezirk—police precinct. The "pretty” that made Macllargie
speak up was the combination of orange tunics over sky-blue pantaloons of their uniforms. The leaders
of the two units met midway between thefield police formation and the Marines. The uniforms of the
Feldpolize baitalion commander and his aff, with their flouncing plumes, glittering fourrageres, sparkling
slver pantal oon stripes, and gleaming saber scabbards, contrasted sharply with the dull-green garrison
utility uniforms of Ensign vanden Hoyt and Staff Sergeant Bass.

"Y our men make a magnificent spectacle on the parade ground. Commander,” vanden Hoyt said, with
no trace of irony in hisvoice.

"The 257th Battdion isthe best in the Feldpalizel,” Commander Vankler replied haughtily. He was
shorter than the Marine officer, yet managed to ook down his nose a him. He was deeply insulted that
the Ruling Council had saddled his battaion with this platoon of offworld mercenaries—he knew no
better word to describe soldiers who meddled in the military matters of an independent world who had
no idea of whom his men were fighting, or why. And it galed him to the core that amere ensign, the
lowest possible rank for an officer, even lessthan alieutenant, should be placed in training command of
his battalion—and that he and his ragamuffin platoon would pass judgment on their fighting ability! This
Confederation Marine probably knew nothing of the tactics developed by Commissioner Schickeldorf, to
say nothing of the military philosophy behind it. Thetraining of his battalion was properly the
respongbility of his operations officer, Ingpector von Holfmann, who was doing a splendid job.

"Permission to speak, Sr," Bass said in hisbest diplomatic voice. He didn't bother to wait for
permission, but continued, "As excellent as your men obvioudly are on the parade ground, we cameto
see how they performin thefidd. We were told we would be given ademondtration of their fighting
prowess."

Vankler glared at the impertinent enlisted man. If this, this... sergeant werein his command, héd have
his stripes—all of them—and the man would spend the next ten years cleaning the stockade latrines with
atoothbrush. Preferably the very toothbrush he used to clean histeeth! But Commander Vankler was
absolutely forbidden to take any disciplinary action against the Marines, no matter how insubordinate
they might prove—some moron had placed the mercenaries completely outside his chain of command
even though they were to be given command authority over hismen! With effort, he got hisanger under
control and gave hisreply to vanden Hoyt—the man might only be an ensign, but at least hewas an
officer.

"We have ademonstration prepared for you. If you will accompany me." Vankler turned abruptly and
marched briskly toward one end of the parade ground, his staff rushing after him.

Bass and vanden Hoyt exchanged glances, then followed, not quite asrapidly.
"Move your men," Vankler sngpped back at them. "They'rein theway."

Bass|ooked back toward the platoon and waved an arm at Hyakowain the hand signal that told him
to move the formation to the end of the parade ground near the reviewing stand. The Marines picked up
their light packs, hemets, and blasters and followed to the Side of the reviewing stand.

The Feldpolizel battalion's parade ground was the size of four soccer fields. For this occasion the
reviewing stand, which was normally placed in the center of the barracks side of thelong axis, was a the
far end, near the entrance to the battalion's camp. A small airfield with pads for four hopperswas at the
remaining Sde.

The long side of the parade ground, where third platoon had stood watching, was fronted by aforest



such asfew men of third platoon had ever seen. Thick trunked trees towered one or two hundred meters
into the sky. Branches radiated out of the massive trunksin tiers, the lowest beginning more than twenty
meters above the ground, the highest spread wide and thick enough to blot out sections of the sky. The
smallest saplings of the giant trees seemed to be no shorter than ten meters. Wherever these giants stood
far enough apart for sunlight to penetrate to ground level, clumps of smaller trees grew, but the tops of
thetdlest of those didn't reach the lowest branches of the giants. The trees resembled nothing so much as
pam treesfrom old Earth, pdmsthat had grown fat and lazy from easy living. A fringe of
downward-danting frondlike leaves some two-thirds of the way up their trunks made them look like they
were wearing grass skirts. The trees were what the Wanderjahrians called hochbaums and grospalms.
What little underbrush grew on the mostly bare forest floor was fuzzy and indistinct in form, vagudly
resembled ferns, and varied in height from shoe top to taler than aman.

Before they reached the reviewing stand, Vankler crisply turned to his operations officer and said,
"Prepare the demondtration, Inspector von Holfmann.”

"Yessr!" Von Holfmann saluted his commander's back, then turned and marched to the front of the
battalion formation and began barking commands at the company officers.

From somewhere in the distance beyond the woods came the honking cry of something very large.
The Marines on the ground at the sSide of the reviewing stand cast curiouslooksin itsdirection. Vanden
Hoyt and Basstried to classify the sound like old infantrymen: how far away isit, who isit, will it have
any immediate effect on us?

The Wanderjahriansignored it, so the Marines returned their attention to the parade ground in timeto
see the Feldpolizel formation begin its maneuvers.

The 257th's company commanders spun about to face their companies and barked crisp orders.
"Form combat ranks!" the commanders of companies A and C shouted.

"Prepare for reserve!” cried the commander of Company B.

Instantly, the front rank of Company A, on the left Sde of the battalion formation, pivoted to its right
and marched until itslast man was just beyond the other two ranks. Therear half of that rank faced front,
while the front half executed aroundabout to re-form behind it. As soon asthefirst rank was out of the
way, the company's second and third ranks stepped briskly forward so the company was re-formed into
two ranks. On theright side of the formation. Company C mirrored Company A's maneuver. When both
companieswere re-formed into two lines, they faced each other and marched forward until they met,
then pivoted back toward the front. At the same time, Company B re-formed into one line ten meters
behind the first two companies.

"A complicated maneuver,” vanden Hoyt whispered to Bass.

Bass thought drums should be besting atattoo in the background. "Too complicated to do under fire,"
he agreed.

While the companies were changing their formation, von Holfmann marched to his position, which was
centered behind the two forward companies. The entire maneuver was completed in lessthan thirty
seconds. Von Holfmann sharply looked to hisleft and to hisright, then straight to the front.

"Firing positiond” he barked. The Company A and B commanders echoed his command. The front
rank of Feldpolizel troopers dropped to one knee and the men raised blagtersto their shoulders. The
second rank took offhand shooting positions. The rear company remained standing at port arms.

"Prepare for advancing volley fire!" von Holfmann shouted. He looked aong the lines of the battalion,
then shouted, "Fire by ranks. ADVANCE!"

The front rank fired avolley from its blasters. The second rank immediately stepped forward so its
members were between the knedling men and fired another volley. VVon Holfmann commanded again and



the knedling men stood and stepped forward two paces, dropped to one knee, and fired. The second
rank repegated its earlier maneuver. Then both ranks repested. The reserve company followed in trace.

Thefirst volley of plasmabolts struck aragged line a hundred meters wide on the parade ground
surface halfway to the trees. The second volley hit ten meters beyond the first. Each successive volley
scorched the parade ground ten meters beyond the previous one.

When thefirgt volley fired, Vankler said condescendingly to the Marines, "Don't worry, they'refiring at
low power. | have no need to mdlt the surface of my parade ground.”

Bass and vanden Hoyt nodded noncommittally; they'd aready noted the low power of the shots.

Advancing and firing by dternate ranks, the battalion reached and was firing deep into theforest in less
than aminute. Severd small fires sarted in the undergrowth and a clump of the fat palms had its skirts
singed off, but Vankler seemed totaly unconcerned about the damage to the ecosystem.

"Imagine yourself abandit,” Vankler said. "Imagine you see a battalion of such splendidly uniformed
men snap into assault formation o briskly and advance toward you firing in disciplined volleys. How do
you think you would react?' He cast a scornful look at vanden Hoyt.

"Well, gr, if | wasasimple bandit, poorly trained and ill-equipped, and badly outnumbered, I'd likely
panic and run."

Vankler snorted and looked proudly at his battalion. "That is exactly how the bandits have been
responding when they have met my meninthefield.”

Vanden Hoyt nodded. "But recently a Feldpolizel company from the adjoining GSB met alarge group
of guerrillas and was nearly wiped out.”

Vankler jerked as though dapped. He glared at vanden Hoyt. "That was not my battalion. That was
the 407th. The company involved was led by an incompetent. It was an isolated incident.”

Bass sad nothing, but found it interesting that Vankler felt the need to justify himsdif. Instead, Bass
pretended to be interested in the way von Holfmann was reassembling the battalion into its parade
formation.

Vanden Hoyt camly looked at the Wanderiahrian officer and said, "Commander, the guerrillasare
growing in strength. They are becoming better equi pped—uwith weapons taken from the Feldpalizei.
They do not use tactics that lend themsalves to defeat by serried ranksfiring in volleys."

"We have defested them in every instance we have encountered them!™

"Y ou have faced smdl, isolated groups that couldn't stand and fight. Still, according to the reports|'ve
seen, in each instance they have caused casuatiesin your ranks. And it appears they have caused more
casudtiesto you than you have to them. When they massin any strength, which they will, if you try to
fight them thisway they will defeat you."

Vankler sputtered and his face turned deep red. This was exactly the reaction vanden Hoyt counted
on. "With your permission, sir, we have prepared a demongtration of our own. We have brought enough
fire- and hit-smulators to equip your entire battalion. My platoon,” he waved an arm at his Marines,
"under the command of the platoon sergeant—that's atota of twenty-six Confederation Marines—will
take on your battalion. We may not decisively score avictory, but | believe wewill severdly injure your
battalion while taking few casuaties of our own. Smulated casudlties, of course.”

Vankler looked asif he were about to have a stroke.

The Wanderjahrian commander was right where vanden Hoyt wanted him to be, and he made his
ultimate apped to Vankler's pride and vanity. "Sir, if we do not, | will report to my superiorsthat this
battalion doesn't need our training."



Some of the red drained from Vankler'sface. He glared down hisnose at the taller Marine officer and
snarled through gritted teeth, ™Y our platoon will be daughtered. Y ou will see that we have no need of
your training."

Still cam, vanden Hoyt replied, "Y essir, we shall see.” Helooked toward the forest fronting the
parade ground. The small ground fires he/d seen earlier seemed to have gone out. He turned to Bass.
"Platoon Sergeant, if you will prepare the platoon.”

Bass cameto attention. "Aye aye, Sir." He saluted, executed an about-face as sharp asthe best of the
Feldpolizel, and marched off the reviewing platform to the men of third platoon.

"Let'sdo thisthing," Bass said softly as he reached them. The Marines grinned a him, and many of
them made remarks about the gaudy Feldpolizel, remarks he ignored. He led them into the woods, to
where aclump of pamlike trees was dense enough to conceal them from the parade ground. A few of
the Marines, remembering the honking of something very large, eyed the woods cautioudly.

The smulatorsthird platoon brought with it were in one of the ground-effect vehiclesthat had carried
them to the 257th base. VVanden Hoyt oversaw their distribution to the 257th's company officers, made
sure the shift sergeants understood that the s mulators made a crack like the discharge of a blaster when
fired, and a humanlike scream when they registered a hit on the wearer. He brought afew simulators
back to the reviewing stand to show to Commander Vankler and his staff, to explain their workingsto
them. Lastly, he wandered through the ranks of the battalion to make sure everyone was wearing the
detectors right and had the shot smulators properly fixed into the battery wells, from which thefiring
batteries had been removed, and onto the muzzles of their wegpons. It took half astandard hour to ouitfit
everyone with the unfamiliar training equipment. Findly they were ready.

By then Vankler had regained his composure and again looked every bit the Prussian officer he
imagined himself to be. "Line your men up,” he snapped a vanden Hoyt. "This should only take afew
seconds.”

"Sir, my men areready, but Marines don't line up and fight in the open any more than the guerrillas do.
They're over there, inthe trees."

"It doesn't matter. WEIl make short work of them." Vankler turned to an aide and murmured
something to him. The aide raced to von Holfmann to relay the commander'singtructions. Vankler
wanted to lead this demongration himsdlf, but couldn't if the Marine officer was leaving his command to
his number two—and an enlisted number two at that! Almost, he thought, it was awaste to have this
demonstration under an inspector; he should giveit to hismost junior lieutenant. But it wastoo late: von
Holfmann was dready barking the ordersthat put the battalion into its assault formation.

As before, two companies lined themsalves into two ranks and the front rank dropped to one knee.
Von Holfmann barked a command and the front rank’s blasters crackled with smulated fire. Just asthe
second rank stepped between the kneeling men of the front rank, the sound of crackles came from the
foregt, followed ingtantly by adozen very loud and piercing screams from the Wanderjahrian ranks.
Troopers throughout the battalion formation jumped in surprise and looked about—mostly those near the
men whose S mulators screamed.

Von Holfmann and the company commanders had to bellow their commands severa times before the
battalion was again facing front and moving forward in their disciplined manner. But it took time, time the
Marinesin theforest used to shoot more of them. When the second rank stepped between the knedling
men of the front rank a second time, an entire platoon from the reserve company had to move forward to
fill gapsin the ranks caused by the smulated casuaties. The Feldpolizei fire had yet to reach the nearest
trees.

Vankler wasinfuriated. He screamed at von Holfmann and waved an arm, trying to instruct him to



forgo the advancing fire, to raise it so the shots would go into the trees where the Marines were. Von
Holfmann looked at his commander and gave his head a bewildered shake before he understood.
Severa more smulators screamed by the time von Holfmann adjusted his men's fire. More than half of
the reserve company was now in thefiring ranks. Y et more smulators screamed as the battalion
continued its methodical advance acrossthe open field.

Vanden Hoyt listened carefully; it sounded asif only asquad wasfiring a the formation. He wondered
if Bass had split the platoon. He wondered what Charlie Bass had up his deeve and restrained asmile.

Astheir smulated casudties mounted, the Feldpolizel moved less sharply and their fire became less
coordinated. From the angles the Wanderjahrians were holding their blasters, the Marine officer saw that
most of their increasingly ragged fire was ether too high or too low to reach anyonein the trees. He il
didn't smile, but he couldn't hold back aquick shake of hishead.

Mogt of the reserve company wasfilling gapsin the front ranks by the time the battalion had crossed
two-thirds of the distance to the trees. That waswhen al hell broke loose. Crackles so close together
they blended into a screech came from two points somewherein the vicinity of the smal airfield opposite
the reviewing stand, and were answered by a cacophony of screaming smulatorsin the battalion'srapidly
thinning ranks.

Vanden Hoyt didn't restrain his smile thistime—he might have known that Basswould have the men
changeinto their chameeon uniforms as soon as they were out of Sght—the Feldpolizel were being fired
on by men they couldn't see to shoot back at.

"WHAT!" Vankler shrieked. "Whereisthat coming from?' He craned his neck and leaned from side
to Sde, trying to spot the gunsthat were raking his battalion with enfilade fire. He saw nothing but the
hopper landing pads. More and more of his men dropped astheir smulators shrilled that they were hit.
The troopers, rattled by the sound of fire from two directions, and dazed and confused by the piercing
screams of the smulators, shouted screams of their own and looked about madly, unable to see who was
shooting at them. After afew seconds one man, totaly unnerved by the shrilling of so many smulators,
threw down his blaster and ran, screaming. A few others, equaly confused and unnerved, broke and ran
with him. Soon the entire battalion was fleeing in rout.

Thefirefrom the airfield stopped for afew seconds when the formation finally broke, then therewasa
short burst and al the smulators vanden Hoyt had brought to show to Vankler and his staff screamed.

Apoplectic, Vankler soun on vanden Hoyt. He thrust an arm out, finger pointed between the Marine's
eyes. "You, gr," he sputtered, "are under arrest. | will have your hide at a court-martia!™

"With al due respect,” vanden Hoyt said, "you can't do that, Sir.”

"I am the battalion commander here. Thisismy Grafshaftsbezirk. | can do anything | want!" He
twisted around and screamed at ajunior officer, "Tell Ingpector von Holfmann to issue power packs and
have the troopers load their weapons. All of these offworlders are under arrest!™

In response to a string-of -pearlsradio call from Staff Sergeant Bass, Commander Van Winkle, 34th
F ST'Sinfantry battalion commander, commandeered the nearest hopper and flew directly to the 257th
Feldpolizel Grafshaftsbezirk. He left in such ahurry that only his sergeant mgor and three junior enlisted
men as guards were able to accompany him. Van Winkle made three radio calswhilein trangit, oneto
Charlie Bassfor an update on what was happening. When he arrived, some twenty minutes after
Commander Vankler placed Ensign vanden Hoyt under arrest, he found a stalemate that had to be
defused before it broke.

Commander Vankler and his staff, along with the "arrested” Marine officer, till Sood on the reviewing
stand. One company of Feldpolizel was nervoudy arrayed in front of it. The other two companieswerein



assault formation along the barracks side of the parade ground. Sensors in the hopper showed Van
Winklethat chameleoned Marines were spread out inside the trees and behind cover inthe airfield. He
knew from Basss call that the Marines had a so stripped off their smulators and were fully armed. If a
skittery trooper accidentally pressed the firing lever on his blaster, abloodbath would destroy any chance
of the Marines gaining the confidence of the Feldpolizel. He ordered the pilot away from the airfield and
had him land the hopper in the middle of the parade ground, which was amost a mistake; only asharply
shouted command from Commander Vankler kept his men from opening fire on the descending hopper.

Van Winkle jJumped out of the bird while it was ill severd feet above the ground. Sergeant Mgor
Parant was on his hedls. As he marched toward the reviewing stand and looked at the men on it, hewas
glad he and the sergeant major had just returned from areception. Their dressreds, bloodred tunicswith
gold trousers for the commander and navy blue with abroad red stripe down the seam for the sergeant
major, would make amore positive impression on the gaudily dressed Feldpolizel commander and his
gaff than would Marine field—or even class A—uniforms. Nervous troopers shifted to make a path for
the senior Marines.

Van Winkle bounded up the sairsto the reviewing stand. Barely glancing in hisdirection, he said to
vanden Hoyt, "I'll speak with you later. Ensgn.” He stopped at attention directly in front of Vankler.

"Sir, | an Commander Van Winkle, battalion commander of these Marines. What happened?”’

Gratified to have an officer of proper rank on whom to vent his spleen, Vankler roared in avoice that
carried to fully haf of his men, despite the fact that the man he was addressing stood lessthan arm's
length in front of him.

"These insubordinate underlings of yours have made amockery of acombat tactics demonstration by
my battaion. First they mocked my battalion as being parade ground troops rather than fighters, then
they denigrated their parade ground sharpness. Then these—these offworlders had the effrontery to tell
me, in the presence and full hearing of my staff, that our tactics, which were developed by the
commissioner of the Feldpolizel himsdlf, are ineffective againgt bandits” He had to pause briefly because
the roar of an approaching V/STOL aircraft drowned out hiswords. "The very bandits against whom my
men have won the field repeatedly!" Vankler's face wasrigid when he began, but grew florid and
animated as he spoke; hisvoicerosein pitch as hisanimation increased.

"Then asafind insult, thisensign of yours had his men dressin chameeon uniformsand arm
themsalves with guns, neither of which the bandits have, and assault my battaion from unexpected
directiond" Vankler was nearly screaming when he finished, which seemed afitting accompaniment to the
roar of the V/STOL aircraft that was settling on one of the landing padsin the airfield.

Van Winkleignored the spittle that sporayed his face and retained his compaosure during the eruption.
When the other concluded histirade. Van Winkle said in asteady voice at, normal speaking volume,
"Thisisavery serious matter indeed, Commander. Might we retire to your office to discuss the Situation
and what to do about it?'

"I will see him court-martided.” Vankler stuck hisarm out at vanden Hoyt.

"You and I, we will determine exactly what steps we must take to reach a satisfactory resolution to the
humiliation your baitalion suffered today."

"Wewill indeed.” Vankler pivoted and marched off the reviewing stand, toward the administration
building, which was between the main gate and the barracks. He ignored the ground vehicle that was
racing toward the reviewing stand from the airfield.

Van Winkle gave vanden Hoyt ahard ook, but said nothing to him. Instead he turned his attention to
the man who got out of the car and climbed onto the reviewing stand. The Feldpolizei officers snapped to
attention and sal uted the newcomer.



This officer, even more splendidly decked out than the 257th's officers, swept his gaze over the
Wanderjahrians and demanded in a crisp voice, "Who's senior man here?’

"l am, dr," one said, and swalowed. "Inspector Bladhortz. I'm the executive officer."
"Well, Inspector, it gppears we have a Situation on our hands.”

Bladhortz swalowed again. "Yesdr, it does.”

"And you must be Commander Van Winkle," he said to the Marine.

"l am, sr. And whom do | have the honor of addressing?’

"Chief Ingpector Kleinst. We spoke on the radio.”

"Yesdr. Thank you for getting here so quickly." Chief Inspector Kleinst was the commander of all
Feldpolize forcesin Arschland.

"We have amatter and a man which must be dealt with. | am themanto doit." Kleingt looked toward
the administration building in timeto see Vankler disgppear into it. "L et usfirst defuse matters here” He
included Bladhortz in what he said next; " Shdl we have our men sand down?"

"I think that would bethe best, gr," Van Winklesaid. "Yessr," Bladhortz said. "A splendid ideg, ar.”
While Bladhortz | eft the reviewing stand to see to the unloading of the wegpons of the Feldpolizei, Van
Winkle turned to Parant. " Sergeant Mgjor, will you see to our men, please?'

"Ayeaye, 9r." Parant legped off the reviewing stand and strode toward the airfield, which waswhere
he thought Bass was most likely to be. ™Y ou stay here," Van Winkle said to vanden Hoyt. "Y ou don't
move." Hesaid it loudly enough for dl of the Feldpolize officersto hear.

"Ayeaye, Sr," vanden Hoyt replied.
Van Winkle and Kleingt marched to the administration building.

Sometimelater arunner came with asummons for Enagn vanden Hoyt.

Commander Van Winkle leaned back in Commander Vankler's chair, behind the Feldpolizel
commander's desk, fixed vanden Hoyt with astedly gaze, and let the junior officer stand sweeting at
attention for along moment. The chair swiveled and tilted, had a high back and armrests, and—most
amazing—was uphol stered in some sort of splotchy green leather. He had been surprised when hefirgt
entered the battalion commander's office. All the furniture was upholstered in lesther in colors held never
seen on alive animal. One vistor chair was an iridescent blue, another was yellow with mauve Stripes, a
settee was speckled orange. Even the desktop was covered with ared and beige skin. Animpossibly
largelizardlike head hung high on onewall.

Van Winkle drummed hisfingers on the desktop; the skin that covered it was amazingly hard.
Abruptly, heleaned forward. "Whose bright ideawasit to turn invisible and then hit those amateurs from
the flank with guns?'

"Sir," vanden Hoyt barked diffly, "it's my responsibility.”

"Yes," Van Winkle said dowly, "you were the officer in charge, it was your responsbility. But that's
not what | asked. Whose ideawasit?'

Vanden Hoyt said nothing.

"Engign, did you issue the order to change into chameleons? Did you issue the order to make that
flanking maneuver?'

"No, gr. But I'm responsible, Sir.”



Van Winkle shook hishead. "Weve dready settled that. Whose ideawas it?"
"Sir, | wasn't privy to that decison.”
Van Winklelooked a him expectantly.

"Sir," vanden Hoyt said when the silence stretched long enough to make him uncomfortable, 'l can
only assume it was Staff Sergeant Basssidea. | haven't had communicationswith him since | sent him to
put the men in the treesfor our demonstration.”

Van Winkle nodded. "Thought so. It hasdl the markings of a Charlie Bass operation.” He added
softly, asthough speaking to himsdlf, "If it wasn't for stuntslike that, hed probably be a colonel today.”
Then briskly he said, " Sit down, Engign. Y ou're not being court-martialed. Vankler doesn't have the
authority to arrest you, and you know it."

Vanden Hoyt sat gingerly on the edge of achair upholstered in pebbly-surfaced gray leather with
ochre markings.

"Relax, Ensign. We lucked out.” Van Winkle stood. "No, no, sit." He waved vanden Hoyt back down
when the junior officer jumped to hisfeet. "Y ou're off the hook. Drink?Y ou probably need one." He
went to a cabinet and examined its contents. "Hmmm. No, were going to stay away from thule. Surely
he's got something alcohalic in here." He pulled out two glasses and rooted about among the bottles and
cans of various grades, brands, and flavorings of thule and its attendant parapherndia. Then, with an
exclamation of victory, he pulled out anearly full bottle of an amber liquid. He read the label, then turned
with asmile. "Scotch. Red Earth scotch. Single mdt! Isthat al right?' He poured.

Vanden Hoyt nodded in confusion. What was going on? Vankler wanted to court martial him. Where
was the Feldpolizel commander? For that matter, where was Chief Inspector Kleinst?

Van Winkle served a glassto vanden Hoyt, then pulled avigtor char closeto him and sat. "Well now.
Without talking to any of the Feldpolizel other than Vankler, I'd say your platoon made avery dramatic
impression on the 257th. Would you agree?

Vanden Hoyt sipped at his scotch and nodded. "Y essir.”
"Asthe situation turned out, you made astrong impression on Chief Inspector Kleingt, aswell.”
"Ah, sr, whereishe? For that matter, where is Commander Vankler?

Van Winkle grinned. "That's where we lucked out. The chief inspector isin another room, reaming
Vankler anew one. You see, Vankler isaclose adherent of Commissioner Schickledorf's theories of
warfare. Chief Inspector Kleingt thinks Schickledorf's tactics are more dangerous to their practitioners
than to whoever they're being used againgt. The way your platoon devastated the 257th today isall the
proof Kleingt needed to scrap Schickledorf's doctrinein Arschland. And Vankler's outburst is exactly the
excuse Kleingt needed to fire him. Which iswhat hel's going to do when he finishes reaming him out. This
means Company L will have afree hand initstraining of the Feldpolizel in Arschland. | hope | have
smilar luck in the other Staats I'm respongible for.” He knocked back the rest of hisdrink, stood, and
held his hand out.

Vanden Hoyt hesitantly stood and shook it.
"Give Charlie my best. And get on with your training program.” With that, he lft.

CHAPTER SIX

Brigadier Sturgeon, true to hisword, moved his headquartersinto an old warehouse complex at the
Brosigville port the morning after the bombing. By nightfall hisdragticaly reduced staff had been
completely ensconced in its new quarters. Of the 150-odd men usualy assigned to a FIST command



gaff, Brigadier Sturgeon had less than eighty in the new facility, and of them. Dean and Claypoole, as
privatesfirgt class, werethe lowest ranking.

The building wasin a cul-de-sac at the end of along, narrow roadway that was under surveillance
around the clock. Everyone entering the complex passed through surveillance devices that detected
explosives and wegpons,; nothing was permitted in the main building unless it had been screened and
carried in by the Marines themselves. All other vehicular traffic was diverted to a parking lot more than a
hundred meters from the main entrance, and passengers had to walk from there. Not even aknife could
be taken into the headquarters undetected. Surveillance radars mounted on the roof and tied in to the
string-of-pearls satdlitesin orbit around Wanderjahr would give adequate warning if the complex wereto
come under fire by projectile wegpons, which could then be quickly neutraized.

Between working for Commander Peters by day and mandatory security duty at night, the team of
Dean and Claypoole had hardly any freetime to themsalves. All the Marines, officers, NCOs, and junior
enlisted men lived insde the headquarters, some, such as the communications and aviation personndl, set
up their deeping units at their workstations so they could be available around the clock. Dean and
Claypoole were allowed to pick an empty storage room for their quarters, an unaccustomed luxury for
Marineinfantrymen, who in garrison lived in barrack complexes, each fire team in its own room but each
complex containing hundreds of other men. There was aways somebody popping into the fire team
rooms, and the common areas were congtantly astir with men playing cards, talking, horsing around. And
back in garrison, everyoneslife was strictly regulated by the training and deployment missions of their
units. Here, when off duty, they were dl by themsalves. Compared to the hubbub of barrackslife, the
slencein the building was disturbing at first. The big recrestiond event of the day for dl the Marineson
the staff was medtimes. The mess section had been left fully staffed because the brigadier believed
Marines worked best on afull ssomach.

"Gentlemen,"” Commander Peters announced early one morning about aweek after the moveto
Brosigville, "the brigadier and | areflying into the hillstoday. Y ou deserve abresk. Be back in the
building in time for guard mount tonight." The two looked at their new boss for about five seconds before
grabbing their covers and side arms and bolting out the door.

Outside, Claypoole skidded to a stop near the entrance to the motor pool and stood looking into it
with abemused expression.

"Hey, get amove on," Dean shouted when he noticed Claypoole waan't till with him. "Thetown'sthis
way."

Without looking a him, Claypoole waved at Dean to come back.

"What?' Dean demanded as he closed the gap.

"Weregoing in style." Claypoole turned his head and grinned a Dean.

"What do you mean?"

"The section landcar.”

"We can't usethat. It'sfor Commander Peterssofficial use."

"Sure we can. Wework for him, he sent us on liberty, were on officia businessfor him.”

"BU—"

Claypoole didn' t wait to hear Dean's objection. He darted to the F-2's landcar, which was only afew
metersinsde the motor pool, got in, and droveit out. "Get in," he said as he stopped next to Dean and
opened the passenger-side door.



Dean protested, but climbed in anyway. Once they were on their way he said, " The commander didn't
say we could take his car off the port!"

"He didn't say we couldn't,” Claypoole responded. “"Don't worry, the communications center knows
wherewell be every second, and if they need us or want to call us back, they can do that. So far as|
know, nothing around heré's off-limitsto us—yet."

Dean consdered that for amoment and shrugged.

The Brosigville spaceport occupied thousands of hectares and wasasmadl city unto itsalf. Just outside
itsmain gate was the village of Rosario, asuburb of Brosigville. "Were going to Juanitas,”" Claypoole
announced asthey were perfunctorily waved through the gate.

Claypoole guided the landcar down atree-lined boulevard and turned up a side street. It ended
abruptly in acul-de-sac. "Damn!" Claypoole muttered, turning the vehicle around. " Turned too soon. I've
only been out here once before,”" he added, smiling awkwardly. Dean just made aface and kept his
Slence.

Juanita's was nestled among arow of shops and cafes about a kilometer from the gate. Behind it the
neighboring low hills, heavily wooded with grospalms and spikers, rolled away toward the city. The
setting was more rural than urban, and the small businesses served mostly local residents, nearly all of
them employees at the port. Juanita's was a haven for the men and women from the shuttle craft that
were congtantly coming and going at the port. Just then, in the middle of the morning, the place was
nearly deserted.

"Placejumps after dark, or at least it did the onetime| wasin here," Claypoole said as he pushed
aside the beaded curtains that hung over the doorway. "Well have afew beers and some breskfast,
okay?'

"l don't have much money," Dean said.

"Don't need much." Claypoole pulled out awad of Wanderjahr marks. Each mark was worth about
one-third of a Confederation credit, the currency in which the Marineswere paid. "A mark will get you a
whole breskfast,” Claypoole said. "Twenty-five fenniesfor abeer.” There were ahundred fenniesto a
mark. The Wanderjahrian currency system was based on the German mark of Old Earth, but over the
generations since the origina settlement, the German word pfennig had become "fenny." Upon their
arrival, the Marines had been permitted to convert fifty creditsto marks, not that any of them ever
expected to get much chance to spend the money in Brosigville or anywhere else on the planet.

Inside Juanitasit was cool and quiet. The air was circulated by large celling fansthat rotated lazily.
"Welcome, Marines!" alarge brown woman sitting a a cashier's Sation shouted warmly.
"Juanital" Claypoole exclamed. ™Y ou remembered me!"

"Yes, Mr. Kaypole. Y ou bring friend?" Claypoole introduced Dean, who shook hands modestly with
the big woman. Hearing the greetings, severd young women camein from the sunlit patio at the rear of
the cafe and gathered around the Marines.

"Employees” Claypoole winked at Dean. "Bregkfagt, please, Juanita." As soon asthe Wanderjahrian
breakfast—~boiled and baked meats from animals native to the planet, fresh bread, and avariety of
luscious fruits—was served, the young women, idle and bored during the daytime, crowded around the
Marines table, chattering excitedly among themselves and eagerly urging various dishes upon thetwo
men. One of thefruits, along skinny white melon they referred to asa " Canfil watermelon,” was
especidly delicious. Filled with athick, creamy white juice, extremely sweet, and rich and seedless, they
scooped it out eagerly with large silver spoons.

"Buddhas brown bals," Dean whispered, "thisisembarrassing!" A very beautiful girl, who said her



name was Magdaena, sat next to Claypoole and laughed merrily as shetried to feed him pieces of fruit.
Claypoole immediately dubbed her "Maggie," and before she could react, planted awet kissfull on her
lips. The other women shrieked with laughter and the brown-skinned Maggie blushed so hard her face
turned almost black. She dapped Claypoole on the cheek, hard. The blow echoed throughout the dining
room and brought tearsto his eyes. Then she kissed him back very long and very hard and laughed.

Risng suddenly, Maggie took amusica insrument, something like abanjo, off thewal and began to
sng alively balad in three-four time. Her voice was a surprisingly good soprano and she plucked the
instrument's strings expertly. The other girls laughed and began to keep time by clapping their hands.

"What languageis she singing?' Dean asked.

"It isthe old language our ancestors brought here," agirl who caled hersdf Jdldlasaid. "Thesong is
about aman who comes home and finds that hiswife has run away with hisbest friend."

"Oh, how sad!" Dean replied.
"Heissinging about how much he misseshisfriend.” Jdldlalaughed.
"Oh," Dean sad.

Jdlalaleaned closeto Dean and said, "No, that is not what sheissinging at al. She sings about your
friend and the song isvery dirty."

"Oh," Dean replied. "Why doesn't anybody ever sing asong like that about me?”

Jdlalaleaned even closer and whispered into his ear, "Come back tonight and | will Sing asong like
that about you too, and nobody else will hear me but you."

Done with breakfast, the Marines ordered beer. It proved to be weak and lukewarm. Brewing was an
art the origind settlers had not brought with them from Germany. "Reindeer piss” Dean exclaimed. He
was used to the full-bodied brews of Thorsfinni's World. Claypoole made aface and pushed hisglass
away. "Guesswell order water," he said.

"No, no," Maggie, who had finished singing and returned her banjo to its peg, protested. “Smoke thule
withud"

Claypoole made another face and shook his head. The Marines were forbidden to use thule on duty
and discouraged from using the drug off duty. Maggie lighted up acigarillo and sucked the smoke deep
into her lungs. Exhaling, she offered it to Claypoole. He looked at the beer and he looked at Maggie, and
took the cigarillo. "Mmm. 'Finni tobacco is better," he said, exhaling athin blue cloud of smoke, "and this
doesn't do any... Hey! Dean-o, try this shit!"

Dean took the cigarillo and drew on it. The smoke tasted sweet and caused a pleasant tingling
sensation asit passed into hislungs. He blew it out through his nose. The smell and taste reminded him of
flower blossoms but not so cloying. He remembered the faintly acrid aromafrom the day he'd talked to
the driverswho'd been smoking it a Arschmann's mansion and noted it seemed to be missing now. "Do
you have different, uh, grades of thule, | mean very good, not so good?' he asked one of the girls.

She smiled and nodded. "Buit thisthuleis very good quality,” she said.

A fedling of great peace and satisfaction settled over Dean. But at the same time his senses remained
aert, keen. He took another drag and then another. The intensity of the feding did not increase. Jdldla
sad, "You smokethulelong time, fedl very good while you smoke, but go back to norma when done."”
She smiled at Dean and draped a brown arm about his neck. He could clearly see the fine black hairson
the back of her arm. He took her hand in his and thought he could fedl the blood pulsing through her
fingers. "Thule alittle different for each person,” Jldlatold him.

"You bet!" Claypoole answered, feding an erection beginning.



"But nobody ever fight when using thule" thethird girl, Auca, told them.

"It sure doesn't cut down on hormones!™ Claypoole laughed as his hand caressed Maggie's
considerable frontage. She squeezed his earlobe—hard—in return.

Dean fet himsdf dipping into astate of euphoria. While he remained acutely conscious of everything
about him, even the mundane objectsin the room took on the appearance of brilliant works of art. He
regarded the still-full beer glass before him on the table and marveled a how wonderfully the bubbles
proceeded from the bottom to join the thin head of foam just under the rim. How could he have been so
insengtive asto think thiswas an inferior brew? He spped some of the beer. It ill tasted like reindeer
piss. But good, very good.

Dean smiled up a Jdlala, who was now ditting very closeto him at the table. Sheleaned closer and
nibbled on his ear-lobe. " Come back tonight?* she whispered, and then dowly kissed him. Dean closed
his eyes and tasted the girl'slips. Her teeth brushed lightly against his and he felt a pleasant el ectric shock
at the contact.

"Hey," Claypoole shouted, "everybody out back! C'mon, we're gonna spend the day on the patio!™

The next hour was the most pleasant Joe Dean could ever remember. Juanita's patio extended for fifty
meters behind the dining room and was surrounded by alush garden. Chairs and tables were spaced at
wideintervals. Half akilometer beyond the garden the verdant hills began. At that time of day the sun
was pleasantly warm, so the five of them sat a one table in the shade of avine covered trellis, drank cool
fruit punch, smoked thule, laughed, bantered, and spoke of home and family and friends. Claypoole
recited the events of their recent adventures on Elnedl asthe girlslistened with wide-eyed attention. He
promised to introduce them to the magnificent Charlie Bass, and heredlly meant it.

Dean waslalling with one arm about Jdldlaand the other around Auca, puffing on his second cigarillo,
totally at peace with himself and the entire universe, regarding with a deep sense of well-being the
stunning natura beauty of the green hills beyond the patio. The girls, puffing on their own cigarillos, sghed
contentedly.

Dean remembered hisfriend, Fred McNeal, who'd been killed on Elnedl. He thought how much
Freddie would've enjoyed Wanderjahr and Juanitas. But thistime, for a change, remembering his dead
friend did not fill him with sadness. Hetried to conjure amenta image of McNed, but it kept going out of
focus, and Dean redlized Fred's features were dready beginning to fade in his memory. No matter,
Freddie had died bravely, and when it was his own time to go. Dean knew, he wouldn't be afraid.

Maggie, meanwhile, had put her mouth close to Claypool€e's ear, to tell the lance corpora the only
news short of promotion he ever wanted to hear. She whispered, "Come with me to my room. Now."

Then Dean saw a bright flash on the distant hillside, and he lurched forward, pulling the two women
with him to the ground. Three more flasheswinked from the hillsdein quick successon. Thefirst bullet
smacked into the table where Dean had been sitting, plowing a furrow through the wood, then ricocheting
off the paving stonesin abright flash of sparks and fragments. The second went through the hole punched
inthe wood by the first one and spanged harmlesdy off the paving stones. But the third round hit Maggie
just behind her right ear and exited the other side of her head in aspray of blood mixed with bone
fragments and chunks of brain. The fourth round whizzed harmlesdy past Claypool€esright eer.

In the next second the distant pop-pop-pop-pop of the discharges reached their ears. And then
Claypoole was on hisfeet, holding Maggie in hisarms, her red wet blood smeared dl over hisface,
uttering a scream of rage and despair so terrible it made Dean's blood run cold.

Quickly, Dean got the othersinside the cafe, and after afew moments Claypoole cameto his senses
and they drew their weapons, prepared for an assault, but none came and no more shots were fired at



them. They comforted the two hysterica girls asbest they could while waiting for the police and
emergency units. Thethuledid not help at al in these circumstances. Juanitafluttered about, muttering to
hersdf, "Bad things happen now you Marines come here, bad, bad things!" Dean wanted to shut her up,
arisng sense of anger and frustration mounting inside him, but he could think of nothing to say that would
slence the woman who only alittle while earlier had welcomed them so warmly.

They had dragged Maggi€'s body insde with them. Now shelay in acorner, draped with acloth
hastily snatched from a nearby table, dark blood dowly pooling beneath her head. Her feet stuck out
from the sheet. One still wore a sanddl; the other was bare. Dean |ooked steadily at the one bare foot for
along time. She had manicured her toenails, he noticed. She would never do that again, or Sng asong
ether, or laugh, or... He thought again of McNedl and shook his head sharply. Hewaslosing it. He
focused hismind on the roya ass-chewing they'd get when Brigadier Sturgeon found out about the day's
events.

Claypoole kept his mind as nearly blank as he could. He lay prone just inside the door to the patio, his
wegpon leveled at the rear of the patio, watching for movement from the direction of the nearby hills.

Dean went over to Juanita. "Did you cdl the police?' he asked.

"I cdl them! | cdl them!™ she exclaimed, then broke into sobs. Dean put hisarm awkwardly around
her and she rested her head on his shoulder.

That's how they were standing when the first police vehicle roared up outside and uniformed officers,
weapons drawn, burst in through the door. Dean wondered just what they'd been told had happened
when two officers rushed up and grabbed him by thearms. A third removed his blaster from its holster.
Instantly, the place was full of police officers. Three more pulled Claypoole up from the floor. Claypoole
snatched hisright arm free and ddlivered aroundhouse blow to the side of the second officer's head, but
his legs were kicked out from under him and he crashed to the floor with two policemen on top. The man
he'd hit took an electric prod from his equipment belt, set it on stun, and was about to deliver aknockout
shock when a powerful voice sounded from the doorway.

"Hdt!" Everyone froze. Two men entered, one short and trim and wearing auniform, the other much
larger and dressed in loose civilian clothes. The big man walked to the center of the room and ordered
the officersto release the two Marines. Dean was pleasantly surprised to seeit was Chief Long.

"Lads, | want you to meet Commissioner Alois Landser, chief of the Brosigville Stadtpolizel and the
man responsible for law enforcement through al of Arschland,” Chief HugyensLong said. Landser, a
pare, gray little man with ablack goatee, clicked his hedlsloudly and bowed dightly ashewas
introduced. He wore an immaculate uniform, a sky-blue tunic with black trousers sporting a bloodred
stripe down the outside seam of each leg. His black lesther Sam Browne belt shone with polish, and a
slver badge of office glittered brightly above hisleft breast pocket. A smart visored cap, bill polished to
mirrorlike perfection, was held tightly under one arm. The other policemen who swarmed through the
cafe and out the back toward the hills were dressed smilarly, except that lieutenants and below wore
whitetunics.

"I beg you to return with me to headquarters for the making of persond statements, gentlemen,”
Landser announced. Long laid his hand gently on the commissioner's shoulder. "That won't be necessary
right now, Alois," hesaid. "Well just St here and talk to the lads abit.”

"But, my dear chief—"

"Sit down, Alois. Relax." Long smiled and pulled up achair. He turned it around and draped hisarms
over the back. Compared to Landser, Long looked disheveed, wrinkled clothes hanging loosdly about
hislarge frame. He sported no visible gear, just a capacious jacket over civilian trousers, but when he sat
down. Dean clearly saw the large handheld blaster dung under hisleft armpit.

Landser dso took achair, but he sat init siffly, primly, asif afraid to wrinkle histrousers. Long's



informa way of conducting serious police business frugtrated the little man. He was a capabl e officer, but
subjected himsdlf to very redtrictive rules of conduct that never permitted him to relax while on duty—and
seldom when off. But he could obey orders. And he was obeying them now, because Long was chief of
police & Chairman Arschmann's expressingructions.

"Remember, Alais,” the chairman had told him the day Hugyens Long had arrived and presented his
credentids, "thismanisnow in charge. Y ou will be hisunderstudy. Y ou will learn to do things hisway,
Alais, or you are out. Out at hisdiscretion. | have given him total independence and the authority to act
as he seesfit to completely reorganize your force. | want my police to be the best on the planet, and if
you do not go dong with Chief Long, you arefinished. | don't care that your family has served mine
fathfully for generations, Alais. Thisisatotally pragmatic matter. It isbusiness. Y ou will not messit up.”

At firgt Landser had been so insulted a his master's command that he'd considered quitting on the
gpot. Only strong salf-discipline and the fact that hisfamily had served the Arschmanns for generations
had enabled him to keep his silence—and hisjob. Landser's family was not a prominent one, but it was
respected, and his blood was completely German. Landser felt he was being treated like one of the
common mixed-bloods. Most galling was the fact that his fate had been put into the hands of an
offworlder. It had taken him afull day to get control of himself. He sensed that things on Wanderjahr
would change somehow, with the Marines there, and he intended to be around to take advantage of
whatever dtered circumstances presented themsalvesin the future.

So now Alois Landser sat dutifully at asmdl table in Juanitas cafe. He would learn something from
this offworider. Meanwhile, hisresentment against Arschmann smoldered.

"Tell mewhat happened,” Long asked the two Marines.

Dean looked at Claypoole, hisface white but his eyes burning with suppressed rage, and decided to
do thetalking for both of them. In afew words he told the policemen the story. During thetelling, various
police officers gpproached the chief and whispered information into his ear. Long smply nodded and the
officers disappeared.

"How did you know to duck at the flash of thefirst shot?' Commissioner Landser asked.

Dean shrugged. "I've been shot at before by those kinds of weapons, on Elnedl. | guesswhen | saw
that first flash, my ingtinctstook over."

"Claypoole," the chief said, "do you have anything to add?"
"I will kill whoever did this," Claypoole muttered, his voice tense with anger.

Chief Long nodded. "L et usdo alittle more work on this before you start shooting up Brosigville,
Marine"

"Fuck," Claypoole muttered.

"Look, lads," Chief Long began, "I'm here to teach these people how to conduct police operations.
That's something | know how to do real good. Y ou Marines are here to teach the Feldpolizei how to
fight, which you do red good. But ether of you guys get in my way and you're history. Okay?"

"Sorry. Okay," Claypoole answvered.

"These officerswho've been whispering in my ear as you were talking located the sniper's position,
about eight hundred meters straight out the back door. He was shooting from the limbs of aspiker tree
out there. No shell casings, few footprints, that'sit. Evidently he had plenty of timeto get into position.
He probably used a semiautomatic projectilerifle firing casdessammo. The guerrillas have them. Who
knew you were coming here today?"

Claypoole shrugged. "Nobody." Dean nodded.



"Then they were being watched," Long said to Commissioner Landser, who nodded. "They were
watching your compound, and when they saw you leave, they followed you. Did you see anybody
sugpicious aong the way here?!

"No, sr," both Marines answered.

"Put some agentsin the vicinity of the Marine headquarters, Alois. Perhaps we can watch the
watchers.”

"We have our informant network too, sir,” Landser said. "1 will put out theword."

Chief Long smiled and thought to himsdlf. Yes, Alois, you do have your "network," and if it'sthe last
thing | do, I'm going to find out what'sin it. He returned his attention to the Marines. "'Y our Commander
Petersand | are spending alot of the Confederation's credit here to establish an intelligence network.
Onceit'sup and going, well shareinformation, but for now, Commissioner Landser's agentsare dl we
have. It's not a bad network either.”

Beside him Landser nodded and thought. Good enough to stick a certain prominent old bastard
whereit'll hurt.

"Okay, been along day for both of you. | am really sorry it had to end thisway. Whoever did this
meant to hit both you and the girls. The first two rounds seem to have been meant for Dean, but the
shooter fired the third one at Miss Magdaena. The fourth was meant for you, Claypoole, but he missed.
Sometimein the next few days, you lads come by headquarters and see me. We have some detailsto
wrap up. Now you better get back to your own HQ and leave this messto us.”

The pair rose. "Onething. Chief..." Claypoole said. Long nodded. "When you find out who did this
and you go to get him, | want to be there. Will you let me? | promise, no trouble. But | want to bein on
it"

A long moment of silence passed before Long replied. He looked steadily at the two Marines.

Claypool€e's utilities were stained dark with Maggi€e's blood. Chief Long could read the character of any
man. Thesewere good lads. "All right,” he said.

After the two Marines | eft, Landser turned to Chief Long. " The shooter did want to hit the girls, didn't
he? He wasn't shooting just at the Marines. That impresses me asavery important fact.”

Chief Long nodded dowly. "I think he missed Dean because light travelsfaster than abullet and Dean
reacted quickly when he saw the first muzzle flash. Chrigt, what reflexes! That second shot was
insurance, but yes, the third one was right on target. He wanted to kill the girl, maybe even more than
ether of the Marines.”

"Bandits? Cause terror and resentment here in the Brosigville suburbs?' Landser asked.
Long grunted. "Have the guerrillas been doing much of that?"

Landser thought for amoment. "No. Propaganda, yes. Sabotage, some. But outright murder to
intimidate? No. It might be anew tactic, adesperate move now that the Marines are here to help the
government.”

Chief Long rose from the table and clapped Landser on the shoulder. "Alais, let's go back and think
thiswholething over.”

Landser sat at the table amoment before following Chief Long outside. Who could it have been but
the bandits? he wondered. He did not know Chief Hugyens Long very well yet, but he sensed the chief's
ingincts were very good.



With the resiliency of youth reinforced by very hard combat experience that had taught them people
closeto you get killed, the two young Marines were able to put the bombing and Maggie's shooting in the
background and go on with their duties. Still, Claypoole knew he wouldn't rest easy until her death was
avenged. It wasn't that held gotten to know Maggie at al well, or that their budding relationship, as
superficid asit was, had been cut short. What made him angry was the fact that an innocent life had been
destroyed by some dumb shit with arifle who couldn't even hit two man-size targets at eight hundred
meters. Hed never had a projectile weapon in his handsin hislife, athough held seen the Sad warriors
on Elneal use them to good effect. But he knew if he did ever use one, held be sure he could hit
something withiit.

After along and very one-sided talk with FIST Sergeant Mg or Shiro about unauthorized tripsin
officia vehicles, the two returned to duty very subdued. All Commander Peters said to them was, "You
did well under the circumstances.”

Two dayslater. Commander Peters alowed them to vist police headquarters. After they went over
the eventsfor the investigative team Chief Long had assigned to the case, the big policeman escorted
them to hisnewly established forensicslab.

"How much do you know about the police organization on Wanderjahr?' Long asked asthey walked
from hisofficeto thelab.

Claypoole shrugged. "There arefidld police and city police.”
"We advise thefield police and you advise the city police," Dean added.

"Close enough,” Long said. "Origindly therewere no fied' police. They only cameinto being when the
insurgency started. With no army to speak of, the oligarchs had to create some kind of armed body that
could cope with it. The metropolitan police forces were neither equipped nor trained to do that. All the
cops on this planet go to the same police academy. Each Staat hasits own force and runsits own training
program, but essentialy the curriculums are about the same. That's something I'm working on. But
basically the metropolitan police forces here are pretty good. They know the basic patrol and
investigative techniques about aswell as any police force anywhere dsein the Confederation.”

"I hear the field police are abunch of comedians,” Claypoole said.

"They'rebeing led by fools," Long replied. "After basic police training, the men selected for assgnment
to field battalions go to an infantry-type schoal that's run by the Ruling Council. Thefield police are
commanded by an officer appointed by the Council, and it operates independently of the oligarchs Staat
governments. That's agood concept. Whereit's screwed up is, the field police are commanded by idiots.
| think your Brigadier Sturgeon will look into that," he added dryly.

They were at thelab. Chief Long paused just outsde the door. "Thisisthe Brosigville Stadtpolizei
forengcslab. Do you know anything about police forensics?'

"That's how you figure out who committed the crime?' Claypoole ventured.

Chief Long nodded. "That's about it. But it's a science unto itself that includes alot of things besides
taking fingerprints and looking at footprints. A forensics expert can look at the details of acrime scene
and tell you volumes about what happened there. For instance, the pattern of blood spots at the murder
scene can tdll him how the crime was committed, even how tal the murderer was."

Heled them over to aworkbench and picked up atwisted meta fragment. "My forensics peopledid a
chemicd andysison thisfragment,” he told them, holding up the piece of meta. "1 brought agood team
aong with me to teach the Wanderjahrians how to set up their own lab—and imagine my surprisswhen |
discovered they dready had some very well-qudified people here." The portly policeman chuckled ashe
sat down at the workbench. "At least one of Arschmann's nephews has brains. He got the old man to



fund a pretty sophisticated forensics program for this police department. Technologically, these guysare
way behind most other Confederation worlds police force forensics teams, but they've got the basic
techniques down pat."

"Lean closer." The two Marines peered over the chiefs shoulders. " There was enough chemica residue
on thisfragment that we were able to figure out what kind of bomb it was" Long said proudly, turning the
fragment dowly in hisgloved fingers

"Why the gloves?' Claypoole asked.

"The stuff ginks, and when you get it onyou, it's hard to get off. Smell it. Besides, it's been arule for
hundreds of years that you don't handle any kind of evidence with your bare paws."

Claypoole sniffed gingerly and drew back quickly. Chief Long laughed and held the fragment out to
Dean. "Won't hurt you, laddl" The odor coming off the scorched bit of metal wastantalizingly familiar to
Dean. Heknew held smelled it before, but couldn't remember where.

"Congantine!" Long shouted. A short, gray-haired man in asmock turned from where he was
explaining to agroup of police recruitsthe myseries of latent fingerprints. "Yes, Chief?' He excused
himsalf from his students and limped over.

"Thisis Lieutenant Pete Congtantine, gentlemen. Lot hisright leg in ashoot out with terrorists on
Chilban last year. HEs my explosives expert, best damn man in that field you'l find anywherein the
Confederation.”

"What happened to the terrorists?' Claypoole asked.

"Killed'em dl," Congtantine answered. "Got 'em with agrenade of my own invention," he said
proudly. " ‘Course, | was abit too close when it went off." He shrugged, patting hisright leg. "But | got
thejob done. Nerve grafts haven't quite healed up yet, but I'll be back on full duty anytime now. Look at
thisarm." Hetapped hisright forearm. "L ost that in alab accident about ten years ago. Good asthered
one now. And thiseye," he tapped hisleft eye, "took afragment when adevice | was defusing went off
prematurely. Can see with it better than | could with the old one. How can | help. Chief?"

"Give our Marine friends here arundown on the bomb that was used against their headquarters, will
you?"

"PETN w/M," Congtantine answered. "Pentaerythritol tetranitrate with Monroite mixed to military
specifications. Until about a hundred and fifty years ago PETN was a standard explosive compound used
in military munitions. Then they developed Monroite, and that gave the PETN more stability while
increasing its power. Don't seeit much anymore in modern military munitions, not Since plasmawesgpons
cameinto use, but it'sdill plenty available.

"I estimate these bombs generated a shock wave traveling at about eight thousand meters a second at
atemperature of somewhere around five thousand degrees Centigrade. It was that blast wave that got
everyone. Pretty respectable, but you'll notice the explosions did little structural damage to the buildings.
Not intended to. They were set off to get people in the open. The blast waves dissipated rather quickly.
Oh, they destroyed thingsin the street and blew in the frontage on the lower floors of the buildings, but
you don't bring buildings down by setting off bombsin the Sreets outside. Thefirst onewethink wasin
some kind of handcart, one of those fruit-vending carts you see in the streets around here dl thetime.
The second, larger bomb wasin alandcar about a hundred meters up the street from thefirst, where it
was protected from thefirst blast. Both were detonated remotely; we found enough of the detonator
components to establish that fact.”

"How will you catch the guy who did it?" Dean asked.

Chief Long sghed. "That, my lad, isthe question. They use PETN w/M explosives. Thewholething
has the earmarks of arebel terrorigt attack. But | don't know... Whoever did this knew precisely where



you'd be moving, and had plenty of time to set things up. Same with whoever shot at you guys the other
day. I've discussed thiswith Commander Peters. We know the guerrillas have cellsin the city here, but

I'm not sure they have thelogigticsto pull off athing like this even with advance notice. Y ou lads figure

that out for me and I'll buy you both as much cold beer asyou can drink."

Claypoole picked up the bomb fragment again and sniffed at it. "Smellslike burning rags,” he said.
"Um, no, not rags, morelike burning grass. Y es. Funny."

"That'sthe Monroite resdue. Leaves astrong, dmost indelible odor. Get it on you, you just wesr it for
weeks afterward. Y ou spend even alittle time handling that stuff and it getsal over you."

"I'vesmdled it beforel" Dean exclaimed. Thethree men stared at him. "Y esl Here, since we've been
on Wanderjahr. Damn. Where?' He turned to Claypoole, who just shrugged.

"Takeyour time, Mr. Dean," Chief Long said. "Make sure. Y ou remember where you smelled this
odor, and we might have our bomber."

And then it cameto him: Chairman Arschmann's parking lot, the three drivers standing there smoking
mule. "Garth!" he blurted out.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass didn't have any problems with the orders that came down from FIST
headquarters, he thought they were exactly the ordersthat would alow the Marines to accomplish their
mission. But others had problems with the orders, and that created problemsfor him. As soon asthe
platoon was dismissed after Ensign vanden Hoyt read the orders, Sergeant Hyakowa, the senior squad
leader, and dl three of hisfire team |leaders approached Bass. A very angry Lance Corpora Dave
Schultz reached him firg.

"No! | won't doit!" Schultz shouted. "I'm not an NCO! | don't want to be an NCO. I'm exactly what |
want to be, and that's alance corporal. | won't do it. Y ou can court-martiad meif you want to, but |
wont doit!"

"Now, now, Schultz, cam down." Bass patted his hands on the air in a placating gesture. "Nobody's
asking you to fill therole of anoncommissioned officer.” He didn't bother looking to first squad's NCOs
for help; he knew they wouldn't give him any. Why should they? He knew he wouldn't offer any help if
held been in their pogtion.

Schultz glared. "That's sure what it soundslike to me."

"Hammer, you are the kind of lance corpora every junior Marine strives to become. Before you were
alance corporal, you were one of the best PPCswho ever served in the Corps. When you were a
private, you were so good your superiors couldn't wait to promote you to PPC. Y ou are the best at what
you are, at what you do. That'swhat you want to be, what you want to do. Nobody has any argument
with that, nobody wantsto try to make you be something you don't want to be."

"Wdll, what do you think making me a squad leader is?' Bass shook hishead. "Not a squad |eader,
the Feldpolizel doesn't have squad leaders. Y ou're going to be an acting shift chief.”

"That sounds like a squad leader to me."
"It's not asquad leader. Nobody's making you asquad leader."
"That's right, and nobody's going to ether. I'm alance corpord, not asergeant.”

"Listen to me, Schultz," Bass said more camly than hefelt. "l said you'rethe best. And | meant it. Do
you agree with me that these Feldpolizel aren't very good asfighters?”

Schultz snorted. Not very good wasn't the way heldd put it.



"Do you agree they need to be trained?"

Schultz looked toward the empty parade ground where the 257th Feldpolizei Battalion had made its
abortive assault on one platoon of Marines. "Wrong question. Can they be trained, that's the question.”

"They can betrained. They may never be as good as Marines, but they can betrained.”
Schultz grunted; hed believe it when he saw it.

"Think back. Who were your drill instructorsin Boot Camp? They were some of the best Marines
you've ever served under or with, right?”

Schultz nodded grudgingly.

"It's the same here, maybe even more so. We need the best people to train them. And you're the

Schultz challengingly looked Bassin the eye. " So put mein aclassroom.”

Bass shook hishead. "A classroom won't do it. The FPs are involved in a counterinsurgency war."
Bass had tired of congtantly using the cumbersome German name for the Wanderjahrian field police and
gaveit an English abbreviation. Thus, in time-honored military tradition, was born ashorter name for the
local paramilitary force. "They can't be taken out of the field for classroom work. Besides, what you
know can't be taught in school. What you know hasto, can only, be taught in the field. On patrols. | am
going to give you ashift of PPsto teach.”

"Assquad leader.”

"Not as squad leader." Bass sillently thanked the stars for the subtle semantic difference between squad
and shift. "They don't have squads, they have shifts. And you'll be ateacher.”

"If dl I'm doing isteaching them, how come I'm getting an FP sergeant's warrant?'

That was redly what Lance Corpora Dave Schultz was unhappy about. He was a career lance
corpord; he didn't want to be a corporal, much less asergeant. But in order for the relatively few
Marines of 34th FIST to do a proper job of training the many thousands of men in the Feldpolize, they
had to be integrated into the FP units. One platoon of Marineswas assigned to each battdion, and a
that, there weren't enough Marine platoons to go around. The Marine platoon commander and sergeant
worked with the FP battalion commander and his staff. One squad was assigned to each company in the
battalion, one three-man fire team to each platoon. The Marine-sergeant squad leader had to teach the
FP captain company commander, and the corpord fire team leaders the lieutenant platoon leaders. That
|eft the lance corpords, PFCs, and privates the responsbility of training the shiftsand their leaders. But it
wouldn't do to have an ensign teaching a commander, a sergeant teaching a captain, acorpora a
lieutenant, or aprivate a sergeant. So Brigadier Sturgeon, with the agreement and ass stance of the
Confederation ambassador to Wanderjahr, Jayben Spears, secured the appropriate commissions and
warrantsin the Feldpolize for al of hisMarines. And that made Lance Corpora Schultz extremely
unhappy. Theway Ensign vanden Hoyt had worded it when he told his men about the arrangement,
Schultz interpreted it to mean he was being promoted to sergeant. It wasn't vanden Hoyt's word choice
that made Schultz think that, though. Schultz would have reached that conclusion no matter how the
order was worded.

"That'sright, FP sergeant's stripes. Y ou're not going to be a sergeant in the Marines,” Bassreiterated.
"Youll gill beaMarine lance corpora. But you need the FP stripes to make sure the men you're
teaching obey... ah, make sure they listen when you tell them something.”

"The Eagle, Globe, and Starstream on my collar brass should be enough to tell them to listen up when
| speak," Schultz said.

Bass nodded. "Right, you know that and | know that," he said with the arrogance common to those



who served in elite forces. "But not everybody knowsit. Some people need to seetherank insigniato be
impressed. So you're going to be wearing sergeant's stripes.” He held up ahand to stop whatever
objection Schultz was about to make. "They're not rea sergeant’s stripes, not Marine sergeant. They're
FP sergeant's stripes. Look at it thisway. An FP sergeant knows about half as much about fighting asa
Marine recruit who's made it halfway through Boot Camp. Don't think of it as an unwanted promotion,
think of it assabug.”

Schultz knew that wasn't true, but having just said in effect that any Marine outranked an PP sergeant,
he couldn't very well argue the point. He gave in—but not gracioudy.

Schultz wasn't the only problem Bass had to dedl with regarding the Feldpolizei promotions. As soon
as Schultz somped away. Corporas Ratliff and Dornhofer jJumped in.

"No!" Startled at smultaneoudy speaking so vehemently, they looked a each other. Dornhofer dipped
his head, deferring to Ratliff asthe senior of them.

"Godenov isn't good enough to lead aone-man kitchen police detail, much less run afifteen-man
police shift," Ratliff declared. "The man's anatura-bom follower." Helooked at Dornhofer asthough to
say "your turn.”

"Make Mecllargie ashift sergeant, and you'll have the most screwed up, most troublemaking shift in
the entire FP," Dornhofer stated.

In aless heated, less demanding, more conciliatory tone, Ratliff continued, "Besides, it'sredly not fair
to our men to expect an inexperienced junior man to train and lead afifteen-man shift." He wasn't for an
ingtant fooled by Bass's claim to Schultz that the Marines weren't acting in leadership positions.

"Right." Dornhofer saw what Ratliff wasthinking. "Make us a headquarters group and well supervise
the FP shift sergeants a ong with teaching the lieutenant.”

Bass shook his head. "We need to have Marines actudly be in the leadership postions, otherwise well
just be advisers, and history shows usthat doesn't alwayswork very well. Besides, Brigadier Sturgeon
wantsit that way, and when aman with anovaon his collar says he wants something done a certain way,
| don't argue the point.”

All four junior NCOs stared at him dumbfounded. They knew very well that Charlie Bassdid things
the way he thought they should be done, no matter who wanted them done a different way.

Ratliff wasthefirg to recover. "Right," he said. "Y ou don't argue the point, you just go ahead and do it
your own way."

Hyakowa, slent to that point, gaped at Ratliff. He'd been thinking the same thing, but hadn't thought it
was agood ideato voice.

"Youjust beglad | didn't hear that," Bass snarled. He felt a blush spreading on hisface.

Leach, who'd been quiet to this point, said, " Staff Sergeant Bass, they're right. Thisisn't going to work.
Y ou and Ensign vanden Hoyt are going to be too busy teaching the new battalion commander and his
staff how to run combat operations to supervise the platoon. Sergeant Hyakowais going to have his
handsfull running the company headquarters. The three of uswill be so busy with the lieutenants,” asmile
flickered across hisface as he thought of himsdlf supervising an officer, "we aren't going to have much
timeto help our men.”

Hyakowajumped in for thefirst time. "Asmuch as| hateto say it, they'reright. This arrangement puts
too much of a burden on the junior men. There's smply not enough of usto go around.”

"But there are," Bass said. "We're getting reinforced.”



The junior NCOs glanced at each other. What reinforcements was he talking about?
"Doyle and Stevenson are being assigned to us..."

"The company clerk and the driver?' Leach and Ratliff squawked.

Dornhofer nudged Retliff.

"Oh, right," Ratliff mumbled. "Doyle, hesokay." Ratliff ruefully remembered that Doyle had a Bronze
Star and he didnt.

"I'm giving Stevenson to second squad to replace Claypoole. Y ou get Doyletofill in for Dean because
you've got two men who've seen him in action and trust him." The two he was talking about were
Dornhofer and Chan, each of whom had aso won a Bronze Star in the action where Doyle had gotten
his. "DuPont," Bass said, naming the platoon communications man, "will help Wang with the lieutenant,
which will free him to help you so you can properly supervise your men. So, you see, there's no problem.
Y ou've got enough men." Bassturned to leave, but didn't complete histurn before Ratliff and Dornhofer
were objecting again.

"Doyl€e's okay, DuPont's okay," Ratliff wasn't so sure about Stevenson, "but Godenov's ill not good
enough.”
"That goestriple for Macllargie,” Dornhofer said.

Bassturned back, planted hisfistsfirmly on his hips, and leaned forward aggressively. Hiseyes
stopped briefly on Hyakowa and each of hisfire team leaders to make sure they knew he was addressing
al of them. "We are Marines. From the beginning, way back when Marines carried muzzle-loading
projectile weapons and sailed oceans on wooden ships. Marines have aways done more with less than
anyone ese. Marines have aways faced problems others said were insolvable. Schultz has a problem
with our assgnment. That means,” helooked Leach in the eye, "that you have a problem. Godenov isa
problem,” staring at Ratliff, "your problem. Macllargieisaproblem,” to Dornhofer, "you have a
problem.” Then to Hyakowa: ™Y our fire team leaders have problems, that means you have problems.”
Back to dl of them: "Y ou are Marine noncommissoned officers. Y ou have centuries of history behind
you, centuries of Marine NCOs solving the unsolvable. So solve your damn problemd!”

Bass spun about and marched toward the administration building, where he and vanden Hoyt had set
up their heedquarters.

He knew that sometimes the best way to ded with problemswasto kick them back to the
subordinates who brought them to you.

Not everybody infirst squad had a problem with the orders. Chan—not only alance corpord, but a
junior lance corporal—was startled by the orders that incorporated the Marinesinto the Feldpolizel asits
officersand NCOs. Then he started thinking about it. He quickly got beyond the dlite arrogance of
"We're Marines, of course we should be in charge’ and got to the implications. Thiswas going to be a
difficult job, he knew that dmost ingtinctively. It was going to put to the test everything he knew about
being afighter, everything he thought he knew about leadership, and it was going to force himto learn a
lot inavery short time. It didn't take long for him to stop thinking and start smiling. He hadn't redlized it
before, but it was exactly the kind of challenge he had joined the Marinesfor. He was going to enjoy his
assignment. And somehow, some way, he was going to succeed at being a squad |eader tasked with
turning abunch of glittery amateursinto professond soldiers.

Therea problems began as soon as the Marines started trying to train the Feldpolize.
"But if wedressin green, like you do, how will the bandits see us coming?' Acting Assistant Shift



Sergeant Alauren asked Acting Shift Sergeant Chan, the Marine who'd supplanted him.
"That'stheidea," Chan said patiently. "If they don't see you coming, you'l be ableto catch them.”
"But how will we find them if we don't march in formation?"

"When you march in formation like you've been doing, that meansthey get to pick the timesand places
to fight. When they do that, they hurt you."

"But they dways run avay when wefight them.”
"Not until after they cause casudties,” Chan sad, till with patience.

"But we win, even when we have men wounded or killed. If that wasn't the case, why would they run
avay?'

"Becausethey aren't trying to beat you, they're trying to hurt you and wear you down."

"But we arewinning. If we weren't winning, the bandits would fight to beet us."

"They will best you if you keep using the same tactics you've been using,” Chan said. His patience was
wearing thin.

Alauren blinked and looked at Chan blandly. It was obvious he didn't believe the Marine.

"A couple of daysago, your entire battalion faced one platoon of Marines," Chan said coldly. "Welet
you have thefirg shot. If wed been using live ammunition instead of smulators, most of you would be
dead now. And you didn't manageto hit any of us."

The musclesat Alauren'gaws bunched and his eyesturned hard. He hadn't yet forgiven the Marines
for that embarrassment. He might never forgive them.

Chan redlized he was off to abad start.

"You," Schultz snarled, glaring a arandomly selected trooper. "Hit thet target.” He pointed a a
man-sizeferrocrete block standing in front of aten meter-high berm ahundred meters away on thefiring
range.

The chosen trooper paled. He swallowed and his knees shook as he stared at the ferocious Marine,
hoping that he wasn't redlly the one picked. But he was. He fumbled a battery into the well of hisblaster
and raised it to his shoulder.

"NO, youidiot!" Schultz roared. He took the few steps between him and the trooper and ripped the
weapon from his hands. "Don't you know anything about range safety?" he growled in ahardly milder
voice. "Never load your wegpon until you'rein position on thefiring line. Kegp your muzzle pointed
downrange at dl times." He grabbed the trooper by the front of histunic and dragged him to thefiring
position, where he dammed the blaster back into his hands. The blaster bounced off the man's chest and
would have clattered to the ground if Schultz hadn't caught it.

Schultz closed his eyes and breathed dowly while he counted to ten. When he opened his eyes, he
held the blaster out for the quaking Wanderjahrian to take. "Now, mister," he said, the strain of not
ydling evident in hisvoice, "load your weapon, aim at your target, and kill it." He stepped back and
watched as the trooper fumbled a battery into the well, put hisweapon to his shoulder, pointed it
downrange, and pressed thefiring lever. He then looked to see where the plasmabolt hit. Steamrising a
good four metersfrom the target showed whereit hit.

"You missed," Schultz began softly. ™Y ou weren't even close enough to make him keep hishead
down." Ashe spoke hisvoicerose. "If that was aman and he knew how to shoot, you'd be dead now!"
Hisvoice was at full scream before he reached the last word.



Hejerked the blagter from the unfortunate trainee's hands, popped the battery out of the well, and
thrust the weapon back at him with asnarled "Don't you dare drop it." He shoved him back toward his
position in the shift formation and pointed wildly a another. Y ou! On thefiring ling!"

The second shooter missed by nearly sx meters. Schultz howled. Thethird victim called to thefiring
linewas shaking so badly his shot went completely over the backdrop berm.

Schultz's complexion was normally adull copper. It was becoming maroon.

"Sir," Acting Assistant Shift Sergeant Kharim said, his voice cracking because it took every bit of
courage he could muster to address Acting Shift Sergeant Schultz, "that is not the way we have been
trained to shoot.”

Schultz spun on the man whose place in the organization he'd taken. In two long strides his nose was
mere inches away from the Wanderjahrian's. ™Y ou've been trained?' Schultz shouted, spraying the
Feldpolizel sergeant's face with spittle. "Not that | can see.”

Kharim swdlowed. "Sir, if | might demondrate.”

Schultz's eyes bored into the man's. Emotions, mostly anger, fury, and frustration, roiled hisface.
Abruptly hetook astep back and swung an arm at thefiring line. "Show me," he snapped.

Kharim swallowed again, then stepped to the front of the shift. " Shift, attention!” The members of the
shift sngpped to. "Advance on thefiring line!" They briskly stepped forward. Kharim was now standing a
pace behind the center of the line of hisshift. "Load!" Fourteen pairs of hands sharply loaded fourteen
blasters. " Shoulder armdl™ They brought their weapons sharply to their shoulders, muzzles pointed
down-range. "Ready!" Kharim looked to hisleft and to hisright. "FIRE!" Fourteen blasters crackled as
one.

Schultz watched their scattered hits, groaned, and closed hiseyes. "Two hits," he mumbled. "The
whole damn shift fired at one target and only two of them hit it." He opened hiseyes and saw Kharim
ganding at atention in front of him.

"Did you see, Sr? We hit the target.”
"l want to seeit again.”

Thistime Schultz stood off to one sde, where he could watch down the line of shooters. Kharim went
through the routine of volley firing again. Again the hits spattered on aragged line acrossthetarget. Again
two of the fourteen bolts hit the target.

Acting Assgtant Shift Sergeant Kharim turned and faced Schultz, head held high in triumph. "Sir, that
is how we have been trained to shoot."

Without aword, Schultz stepped toward the line of FPs and snatched the blaster from the nearest
man. He waved an arm to move the men back from thefiring line, then twisted to point hisleft sde
downrange, threw the blaster into his shoulder, amed, and pressed thefiring lever. CRACK! He hit the
target square. He dropped onto one knee without moving the blaster from his shoulder, fired again,
scored a second hit. He fell back into agitting position, took quick aim, and blasted the target athird
time. He threw himsalf forward onto hisbelly and hit it again. He popped the battery from the well,
hopped back to hisfeet, and tossed the blaster in the direction of the man from whom held taken it.

"That ishow | have been trained to shoot,” he snarled. "That iswhat you will learn to do." He paced
the shift line, glaring a each man in turn. "1 watched you," he said as he paced. "I saw what you did.
Every one of you had both eyes open! Y ou can't aim with both eyes open!” He grabbed a blaster and
stepped back where everyone could see him. "Do you see this?' He jabbed afinger at the blaster's front
sght. "To aim, you look at thisthrough this." He poked afinger at the optics tube that was the rear sight.
"When you are looking at the front sght through the rear sght, and your target islined up with them, you



will hit thetarget every time. Y ou're lucky any of you hit it a al, the way you were shooting.

"Y ou fired two volleys. Fourteen shots each time. Each time you got two hits. Do you know what that
means? That means you missed six times out of seven! Y ou missed,”" he shrieked, "aman-size target,
standing in the open, at one hundred meters! 1'd expect abunch of civilianswho'd never handled ablaster
before to do that well!

"Give me a half-hidden man at one thousand meters and | won't take seven shots at him. Do you know
why?" he screamed. "Because before | get to my seventh shot there won't be enough of him |&ft to shoot
al”

He stomped dong the line again, thistime checking to make sure al weapons were unloaded. Satisfied
there wouldn't be any accidental shootings, he began the training again.

"Put your weapons on your shoulders. Close your off eye. Look at the front sight through the rear
sght.”

Acting Shift Sergeant Macllargietried to keep hisface blank as he scanned the shift he was assigned
to, but he couldn't keep thetip of histongue from poking out of the corner of his mouth when he looked
at the former shift sergeant, Acting Assistant Shift Sergeant Nafciel. Ordering around a bunch of FPs,
telling them to do things their regular shift sergeant would never tell them to do, was going to be more fun
than he ever thought held have asaMarine. And giving the former shift sergeant the same orders, and
making him do the same things, was going to be even better. Him, ordering a sergeant around! Oh yes.
Macllargie could hardly keep from bouncing with glee.

"All right," Macllargie began. He had to clear histhroat to keep the laughter out of hisvoice. "Thefirgt
thing were going to work on is movement through wooded terrain.” He looked at their uniforms and
shook his head. "Of course, it doesn't matter how you move, dressed like that, a blind man could see you
inthe middle of the night. One good thing, it'll make it easier for meto seewhat you'redoing so | can
correct your mistakes. Not that | need your bright uniformsto be able to see you, you understand.”

Thistime he couldn't help himsdlf; helaughed and shook his head a how much fun thiswas going to
be.

"Okay, listen up. Imagine theré'sasquad of guerrillas moving through the woods there." He pointed to
the nearby trees. "They don't know you're here. Y ou need to sneak up on them and catch them and set
an ambush for them to wak into. Understand?' He nodded yes for them. "Okay, let me seeyou doiit.”
He stepped off to the side to watch the shift snoop and poop through the woods.

The FPslooked at each other, then digned themselves and started into the woods. Macllargie's jaw
dropped. They were marching erect, their blasters held at port arms.

They can't keep thisup, he thought. Just give them until they reach the trees, then they'll break
formation and Start sneaking.

The FPs ran into trouble as soon as they reached the trees. The woods weren't thick enough to keep
them from carrying their wegpons at port arms, but there was enough undergrowth that they couldn't
maintain their sraight-line dress. They spent more time looking to their sdes, trying to maintain their
positions on line, than they did watching where they were going. Their feet kept getting caught by vines
and low-lying branches. After the third onefell, Macllargie called them back.

The troopers couldn't help but look embarrassed when they reassembled in front of the Marine. None
of them met his eyes, which wasjust aswell, because thistime he didn't even try to keep amusement off
hisface.

"Okay, that'stheway you used to doit," Macllargiefindly said. "But there's other things you know



how to do that will be useful in thistraining. It just depends on why you're doing something. Look at it
thisway: you're not in formation, going againgt the enemy. It's Seventh Day night and you want to go into
town, but your shift sergeant is pissed off a you and said you have to stay in the barracks and clean your
bright-work. Go back into the woods and show me how you'd keep from being spotted by your shift
Ssergeant.”

The FPslooked at each other, shocked by Macllargie'sinstructions. The former shift sergeant stared
at him with mixed hatred and horror.

Then one of thetroopers said, "Thisisthe way wed do that.”
Macllargie grinned.

"Add yer lep, yer ri', yer lep!" Godenov's voice rang across the parade ground. "Lep, ri', lep! Column
left, HARCH!" The Marine marched in place while the double column of the second platoon's second
shift smartly executed his command and turned in front of him. Asthe last two men began their pivotsto
march in the new direction, Godenov pivoted himsdf and stepped out to maintain his position to the left
of the marching FPs. "Add yer lep, yer ri', yer lep!" They made an incongruous sight, the Marinein his
dull-green garrison utilities putting the orange-and-blue-clad Feldpolizel shift through parade ground close
order drill. "Right flank, HARCH!" The FPs pivoted as a unit and marched on-line rather thanin-line.

Godenov marveled. Hed never seen aunit that Size march so sharply. And more marveloudy, they
were doing it to hiscommand! His eyes shined and hisface glowed with joy and pride.

Fifty meters away. Sergeant Wang Hyakowa's eyes didn't shine, neither did his face glow. Hyakowa's
eyeswere ditted and hisface hard-set. Rather than showing joy and pride at how one of hismost junior
men was S0 sharply putting the Wanderjahrians through their paces, his face projected anger and danger.
He waited until Godenov's maneuvers had the PFC facing him, then made ahand signal that said, "Come
here

"Acting Assgtant Shift Sergeant Lahrmann,” Godenov commanded, "break rank and take command.”

The temporarily displaced shift sergeant stepped sharply out of his position at the head of the column
and marched at its side. "L.oup, rahp, loup,” he picked up, calling the cadence.

Spine erect, shoulders back, head high, Godenov marched to Hyakowa. The joy and pridein hiseyes
blocked theimage of his squad |leader's anger and dangerousness from hisvision.

"What are you doing?' Hyakowa asked in an ominoudy soft voice when Godenov reached him.
"Drilling my shift. Sergeant Hyakowa." Godenov positively beamed.

Hyakowa closed his eyesfor asecond. When he reopened them. hetried again. " Specifically, in what
areyou drilling them?'

"Close order drill." Hyakowa's expression still didn't register on Godenov, who wondered what the
point of the question was.

"Parade ground close order drill."

"That'sright."”

"'Something they aready know how to do."

Godenov nodded eegerly.

"Why are you teaching them something they aready know how to do?!

Godenov blinked rapidly severd times. The question was unexpected, and for thefirst time heredized
that his squad leader might not exactly be happy with what he was doing. He thought quickly. "I'm having



them do something they aready know how to do," he explained, "in order to teach them something they
don't know."

It was Hyakowa's turn to be surprised. "And what isthat?"
"I'm training them to take orders from me."

Hyakowa blinked. His expression eased as he thought about Godenov's explanation for drilling the
shift in something they were already expert a. It made sense of asort. Certainly it was a better
explanation than what he'd thought—he'd thought that Godenov was putting the shift through close order
drill because he had no idea how to teach them fieldcraft or marksmanship. He nodded once, briskly.
"Carry on, Godenov," he said. "Just make sure they learn that lesson fast. Well be taking them on patrols
inafew days, and then they'll have to know alot more than how to march in formation.”

"Ayeaye. Sergeant.”" Godenov about-faced, located his shift, and began marching initsdirection to
resume the close order drill. When he got afew paces away he breathed asigh of relief. For amoment
there, hed been afraid that Hyakowa was going to guess the truth—he was marching his shift because he
had no idea how to teach them anything they didn't dready know.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The suborbita flight to Oligarch Keutgenss Morgenluft took about an hour. Brigadier Sturgeon
announced without warning that Commander Peters would accompany him on thetrip. "And bring your
two assstants,” he said, nodding at Dean and Claypoole, who were busy creating a database on a
computer termindl.

"But, sir, they'reworking up avery important informant database Chief Long'ssharing with us. The
sooner we get that information—"

Brigadier Sturgeon shook his head and held up a hand. Although he had the highest respect for
Commander Peters as an officer on his gaff, he had the infantryman's profound disdain for military
intelligence types. Over the years, military intelligence had never given him much hdpin tactica maiters,
and he hadn't forgotten that in the recent scrape on Elned, the entire fleet intelligence apparatus failed to
discover that the Siad war chief, Wad Shabeli, had gotten his hands on Raptor attack aircraft.

"The databasell keep,” Brigadier Sturgeon said. "1 ain't going anywhere on this planet without some
fire support, and right now your two are the only men | can spare from headquarters duty to go aong
with me. Thisll be an overnighter, so bring some persond gear and your dress uniforms, welll be
expected to look pretty at dinner down there. And extra energy packsfor your weagpons. Saddle up,
Marines, we leave in twenty minutes.”

Dean grinned at Claypoole and they both jumped eagerly to their feet.

"It'll keep,'" Commander Peters mimicked Brigadier Sturgeon after he had departed. "Nobody
appreciates thework | do around here," he muttered.

"Cheer up, gr," Claypoole said from the doorway. "Maybe you'll find true love on thistrip.
Commander." He darted into the halway before the officer could respond.

Morgenluft lay in the tropica zone, but Schmahldorf, Keutgenss capitd city, was situated in the higher
elevations of her northernmost landsin the foothills of the Gaiser Mountains, so it did not suffer from the
high humidity that plagued the lowlands.

Schmahldorf, named after Karl Schmahl, amissionary martyred in the witchcraft hysteria that swept
the region two centuries before—the one episode of civil unrest to mar the planet's history before the
rebel movement took root—was a beautiful city of about 100,000 inhabitants. Since K eutgens's people



meade their living mainly from agriculture—thule was their mgor cash crop—Schmahldorf's only industries
were smal and light, the kind that support an agricultural economy. The pace of lifein Schmahldorf was
very dow compared to that of Wanderjahr's other Staats. While the city had long since outgrown the
physica and socia dimensions of the farming villageit had once been, Lorelei and her forebears had
ingsted on cadling the place Schmahl's Village, dorf in German. This not only kept aive the memory of the
courageous missionary, but helped preserve the bucolic outlook of the capita's residents.

The peoplée's gppreciation of the arts and their love of education reflected Lorelel Keutgenss own
interests, and the intellectud life of the citizens of Schmahldorf was the most vigorous on the planet. So
wasthelr interest in politics. Morgenluft was the only Staat on Wanderjahr where the citizensfredy
elected the local governments. The guerrillas had the least influence in Morgenluft, and the prosperous
and independent lifestyle of Lorelei's people was a source of annoyance to some of the other oligarchs,
who feared what would happen in their own Staats if her ideas on political and economic democracy
ever took root there.

Lorelel and her family were present to meet the Marine commander as he and hissmall party emerged
from the landing port.

"Brigadier Sturgeon!" she exclaimed warmly. "How very pleasant to see you again!" She extended her
hand, which the brigadier took and lifted briefly to hislips.

"Y ou know Commander Peters, madame," the brigadier said, "and these two stalwart Marines are
Privates First Class Dean and Claypoole." Dean and Claypoole came to attention.

"My, Brigadier, they are heavily armed! Do you expect trouble during your visit?' Her eyesflashed
laughingly.

"No, maam, of course not. But if thereistrouble, they can handleit. Y ou'refighting awar on this
planet, and if I'm to be atarget, | plan to shoot back.”

Lordel Keutgens nodded briefly. "Well, weve had no trouble from the bandits here. Brigadier, and |
don't expect any—from them, anyway. May | introduce my family? Hereis my oldest granddaughter,
Hway." She gestured toward avery pretty, dark-haired woman of about twenty, who smiled and
curtsed at the Marines. The remaining three children, two boys, one nine and the other twelve, and agirl
of fifteen, smiled self-conscioudy at their grandmother's guests. All seemed to have inherited Lorela’s
findy chisded facid features, but not her light complexion or blond hair.

"My villais about twenty kilometers outsde the city," Lorde sad after the introductions were made. "'l
have arranged transportation for us—you didn't bring one of your Dragons with you too, did you.
Brigadier?' Shelaughed. All the Marines laughed too. "How long can you stay?!

"Weve got to be back in Brosigville tomorrow, I'm afraid,” Brigadier Sturgeon replied.

"What ashame! And by the way, gentlemen,” she announced, shaking aforefinger at dl four of the
Marines, "the next man to cal me'maam’ or 'madame goesto bed without any supper tonight! From
nowonlam'Lori.'"

Brigadier Sturgeon was not aman who put much store in rank and titles. While he would never
tolerate a subordinate's calling him by hisfirst name, he judged everyone, especidly his men, by what
they could do, not by the devices and badges of their rank. Lorelel Keutgens wasthe equivaent of a
head of State, and as amatter of diplomatic protocol, far outranked even the commandant of the
Confederation Marine Corps, much lessa brigadier of Marines, even one with the specid powers
Brigadier Sturgeon had been given for thismission. Besides, Lorelei Keutgens was probably the most
intelligent and capable leader on the planet, at least in the brigadier's estimation.

"Well, Lori," Brigadier Sturgeon bowed politdy, "my first nameis Theodosius and you may cal me
Ted." With that, she wrapped her arm around Brigadier Sturgeon's and led the party to meet her cabinet



ministers and the waiting transportation.

A rotund, red-faced man with longish red hair, afunctionary for one of Keutgenss ministers, stood in
the rear of the smal party of dignitaries she had summoned to greet Brigadier Sturgeon. "Zitze's guests
have arrived,” the fat man said into a handheld communiceator.

"Arethey who we were told they would be?' the disembodied voice on the other end of the
transmission asked.

"Herr Ludendorf,” the caler responded. "Herr Ludendorf* was a code name for Brigadier Sturgeon.
"Zitze" wasacode namefor Lorelel Keutgens.

"Damn!” the man on the other end exclamed. Therewas adight pause. "Hmm. A dight complication.
Very well. Proceed with your welcoming party. The morethe merrier.” The instrument went dead.

Far above Wanderjahr on board the Denver, every ectronic transmission from anywhere on the
planet was being monitored by an intercept officer. Her computer was programmed to identify key
words, phrases, and names, and dert her to them. If the name of any Marine gppeared in atransmission,
for instance, awarning would flash on her screens and that message would be read and analyzed. Any
transmission mentioning wegpons, explosives, even military tactics, wasingtantly flagged for andysis, and
al suspicious circumstances were quickly reported to the Feldpolizel or the Stadtpolizel for investigation.
Programs were available to trand ate messages in any human language, and the computer constantly
searched for words and strings of text in dl of them, in case someone was using alittle-known didect to
pass coded instructions to recipients; there was no cryptographic system known to the Confederation
that the Denver's computers couldn't break.

The intercept officer and her assistants normally reviewed hundreds of messages every day. The
names Ludendorf and Zitze meant nothing to the analyst's computer, and no one on board the Denver
was at adl interested in parties on Wanderjahr.

Unlike Chairman Arschmann's etate outside Brosigville, Lori's home was modest. Nevertheless, it
was gtill a palace compared to anything Dean had ever seen on Earth. After the men were shown their
rooms, everyone gathered on a spacious patio behind the main building for refreshments.

"Hway, would you take the children and show our guests,” she gestured at Dean and Claypoole,
"about the house and gardens, while the Brigadier and | get better acquainted? Dinner,”" sheincluded
everyone, "isat sundown.”

"Take your wegponswith you," Brigadier Sturgeon said, "and check with me every ten minutes when
you're outside the house." Lori made asif to protest, but Brigadier Sturgeon held up ahand. "We're
Marines, Lori, and aslong aswe are on this planet were dl under arms.”

After Lordei's grandchildren had escorted Dean and Claypoole back into the house, the oligarch
turned to Commander Peters. "Y our brigadier isjust as stubborn as my late husband.” She smiled.
Peters, who could neither agree nor disagree, cleared histhroat nervoudy and sipped hiswine.

"How long has he been gone?' Commander Peters asked, redlizing too late that he'd brought up what
could be an unpleasant topic.

"Oh, fiveyears. My dear Tran died in an aircraft crash that dso killed my son, who was my only child,
and hiswife. Thank God the grandchildren were with methat day or I'd havelost everyonein thisworld
who isdear to me."

"Tran? Y our husband was..."



"Vietnamese, Raph.”

"Y es, hmmm." Peters rubbed his chin. That was unusua on Wanderjahr, awoman of one of the ruling
German clans marrying outside her own ethnic group.

"Y es, Tran'sfather was one of my father's most trusted overseers. The Transvirtualy grew up in my
house. Young Tran and | spent alot of time together when we were children. That was permitted. When
we married, | kept my maiden name, of course. To have taken my husband's name would've been taboo
in Wanderjahrian society, me being from a German family, and he—was not. | was an only child. My
mother died when | was eight. My father would've opposed our marriage had he lived, but he died—of
cancer, something unknown in your world anymore, gentlemen—uwhen | was nineteen, and left me his
edtates. Tran and | managed them as we managed our marriage, with love and attention and infinite
patience." She laughed. "But what of you, gentlemen? Tell me about yoursaves.”

Sturgeon shrugged. "We are what you see. Two broken-down old Marines. We go where our orders
send us and we carry them out when we get there.”

Lori regarded the Marines frankly for along moment. She was wearing a silken one-piece dress that
hung in folds from her neck to her feet. Its deevesfell back from her elbows, revealing strong tanned
forearms dightly dappled with tiny golden hairs. "Have you never wanted to marry, raise afamily, Ted? A
man isnot complete until he hasafamily.”

"I dways thought a man wasn't complete until he got a battalion command,” Sturgeon answered
facetioudy. When Lori failed to pick up on the joke, he continued quickly, "Wel, maybe someday. | just
haven't had timeto cultivate relationships. And in many ways, Lori, my command ismy family."

Lori smiled. "1 know," she said, "that isthe kind of man | seeyou as, Ted. Y our Marines are lucky.”
She sipped her wine and winked at Commander Peters. "Well, maybe now you will have an opportunity
to 'cultivate relaionships,’ asyou put it?'

Before Sturgeon could formulate areply both witty and polite, Peters cleared histhroat. "Lori,
something's been bothering me lately. When we met at Chairman Arschmann'svilla, you warned us not to
trust Multan. But recently Ambassador Spears warned us not to trust Arschmann. Just whom can we
trust?"

"Ah! Busness" Lori exclamed, amused &t the expression of relief that came over Sturgeon'sface.
"Trust no one," she said. "Well, you can trust me, of course. And the bandits.”

At this, both Marines shot their eyebrows up. "Excuse me?' Peterss surprise was evident.

"Y es, the bandits. Oh, | don't mean trust them not to shoot you down if they can, but when it comes
timeto tak, they'll tak. But with Multan and Hauptmann, and even Kurt Arschmann, the timeto be wary
of them iswhen they talk."

"I haven't had a chance to follow up on what Ambassador Spears said, but why should we be wary of
Kurt Arschmann? It was he who convinced your Council to ask for our help.”

Lori wasslent for amoment, dowly turning her wineglassin one hand. "I have known Kurt
Arschmann dl my life" shesaid a last. She spoke dowly, pronouncing each word carefully. "1 admire
Kurt very much. But heisthe most dangerous man on thisworld. Y our Ambassador Spearsisavery
perceptive man.” She smiled briefly, remembering how he had boldly asked her to marry him. "Heis
dangerous because heisintelligent and very ambitious and he will let nothing stand in hisway to get what
hewants."

"And what isthat?' Commander Peters asked.

Lori was about to answer when Dean's voice crackled excitedly over the brigadier's communicator.



Once insde the house, the boystook charge of Claypoole, in whom they sensed a playmate, and | eft
Dean donewith Hway. Hway's sster, Gudia, remained disconsolatdly stuck with the boys. A smdler but
even prettier version of her older sster, Gudiafelt cheated when Hway appropriated Dean. Reluctantly,
she followed Claypoole and her brothers, leaving Dean and Hway aonein the living room.

The pair sood for amoment in the high-ceilinged living room, and then Hway suggested they tour the
forma gardens. "Grandmother isfamous on Wanderjahr for her interest in horticulture,” Hway said.

Asthey turned to go outside she asked, "What isyour given name?'

"Private Firgt Class," Dean answered without thinking. "Uh, just ajoke, miss," he mumbled when he
saw the bewilderment on Hway'sface. "That's an old Marine Corpsjoke. My nameisJoeand I'd
gopreciateit if you'd cal methat.”

"Joe," she sad reflectively, and nodded. "Please call me Hway. 'Miss sounds dreadfully formd."
"Joseph Finucane Dean," Dean said, "that's Finucane with atermind e."

"With atermind e." Hway nodded. "Well, Joe with the ‘termind €, let's go see my grandmother's
gadens

The gardens stretched for severa hectares around L ori's home and displayed both native and Terran
gpecies. The Terran trees and shrubs were dl carefully labeled with their Latin names, and the
Wanderjahrian species were tagged with the names the early colonists had given them. Groves of trees
and larger shrubs had been artfully placed between luxuriant flower beds. Teams of gardenersabored at
intervals among the flowers, waving cheerfully asthe pair passed on the flagstone walkways.

In abeautiful grove of Wanderjahrian flora stood the life-size statue of aman. They paused beforeit.
On the pedestal was aname. "Tran Van Hue," Dean read.

"My grandfather," Hway announced.

"Oh." Dean had wondered where Hway had gotten her high cheekbones and dightly olive complexion.
Helooked at the features on the Satue, then back at the girl. "1 remember my grandfather. | wasfifteen
when he died. My grandmother misses him very much.”

"I don't know much at al about my grandparents. My father's been dead along time too,” Dean
volunteered. "My mother died recently, when | was on amission on aplanet called Elned."

"I'm s0 sorry, Joe. Do you have any siblings?'
"Naw. Just me. I'm thelast of the Deans.”
"Y ou have no family, Joe," Hway said sadly.

"l guess not, unless you figure the guysin my squad and my platoon. There's old Claypoole, were
pretty tight. And there's Staff Sergeant Bass. Best platoon sergeant in the Corps. Top Myer, he'sour first
sergeant, he'stough, but fair. And our Old Man, Captain Conorado. Boy, Hway, they don't come better
than those Marines! And since we've been with the headquarters, I've developed alot of respect for
Commander Peters and Brigadier Sturgeon too. Why, you couldn't ask to serve under a better officer
and..."

Dean's face had begun to glow with pride as he talked about his Marines. Hway regarded him with a
quizzical smile as herattled on. Suddenly aware that held started babbling, or that Hway would think he
had. Dean stopped in midsentence and blushed. She probably thinks I'm adamned schoolboy on hisfirst
date. Dean thought, embarrassed.

"Well, I missmy mom and my dad too, Hway," he said, "but life hasto go on, you know. And right
now the Corps manages to take up most of my time, so | seldom think about my family anymore.”

Hway took Dean'shand in hers. "l am named after my grandfather's ancestral home, the city of Hway



inwhat used to be Vietnam back on Old Earth. Many centuries ago American Marinesfought abig
battle there to free my father's ancestors. Perhaps you know about that war? It ended badly for my
father's people, but things have away of working out through time."

Dean was stunned. He certainly had heard of the Battle of Hue, fought in 1968, nearly five hundred
years ago. Hewondered if somehow he and this beautiful young woman standing in this grove on aworld
infinitely remotein time and space from her father's ancestr home might represent a confluence of
human history, the closing of some kind of vast, cosmic cycle. He shivered with the thought, which was
both delicious and a bit scary.

"Let's go watch the sun set!" Hway abruptly said. "About akilometer on the other sde of the woods
that border this garden, cliffs overlook the Fotzi River! Well have abeautiful view of the Gaiser pesks
and the setting sun. Well be back at the house in plenty of time for supper!” With that, dragging Dean by
the hand, Hway started off for the woods.

Therays of the setting sun cast brilliant fingers of light between the trunks of the ancient hardwood
forest asthe pair emerged on the cliffs above theriver. The view from there was absol utely breathtaking.
The snowcapped peaks of the Gaisers, their tops afiery orange in the dying sunlight, jutted skyward
thirty kilometersto the north.

"Oh, thisisbeautiful," Dean whigpered. He thought, Man, if any of the guys ever heard metaking like
that, they'd think me alimpdick for surel But the truth was, Joe Dean would've said anything to please
the young lady beside him. He wondered how impressed Hway would've been had he said something
likea'"red" Marine, the way they talked back in the barracks: "Y eah, hot shit, honey. Now let's swap
some spit!" Ingtantly he was reminded of Juanita's, back in Brosigville, and Maggie, lying on the stones,
blood and brains oozing out of the bullet holein her head. He forced the horrible image out of hismind.
To give himself timeto calm hisnerves, he got acigar out of apocket and went to light it.

"No, Joe," Hway said, putting ahand on hisarm. "Don't makefire here. We haven't had rainin
months, everything'sdry, you could start aforest fire."

He put the cigar away unlighted, sghed, and tried smply to enjoy the view. Y es, the sceneredly was
beautiful. Itswild beauty reminded him of the northern regions on Arsenaullt, the Confederation training
world where held gone through Boot Camp. A cold wind blew up from theriver valley below, and
without thinking. Dean held Hway closeto hiswesk side, his blaster gripped firmly at ding arms over his
right shoulder.

They stood like that for ten minutes. Meanwhile Dean became very conscious of thedim figure by his
sde, her arm now firmly around hiswaist.

"Don't you think we should be going home now?" he asked at lagt. "I'm getting abit hungry. How
about you?'

Hway sighed. "A few minutes more, Joe. I've dwaysloved this place, and I'm leaving Wanderjahr
soon for schoal. | don't know how long before | can come home again.”

Their reverie was broken by a metalic clatter from somewhere to the rear of where they were
standing. Dean remembered along doping meadow off that way, sweeping down to theriver severd
hundred meters below. He stiffened as he heard aman's voice carried to them on the wind.

"What isit?' Hway asked, startled. Dean undung his blaster and automatically set the charging level a
full power. "Get behind me," he ordered the girl. He released the wegpon's safety. "Stay close,” he said
as hewaked carefully back into the woods. Fortunately, the light was fading quickly, and it was amost
dark under the towering trees. The large meadow, however, was aglow with the find rays of the setting
sun. Up from the river marched a steady column of black figures carrying weapons.

Dean fdl to one knee and spoke into the communicator strapped to hiswrigt. "FIST Six Actud, this



is... thisis..." Dean did not know what cal sign to use. "PFC Dean. Sir. Over."
"FIST Six Actud. Go, Dean," Brigadier Sturgeon responded.

"Six Actual, be advised, sir, gpproximately forty armed men approaching your position from about one
klick to your northeast. Are they supposed to be there? Over."

Sturgeon looked at L ori for an answer. She gave him a confused |ook and shook her head. "I don't
have any armed people on my grounds.”

"That'sanegative," Sturgeon said into hiscomm unit. "Give me details. Over.”

"Six Actud, they'rein somekind of uniform | don't recognize. They're armed with projectile wegpons.
| have good cover. Will take them under fire. Thisis, uh. Dean, out. Sir."

Dean did not wait for the Brigadier'sreply. "Run for the house, Hway, run asfast asyou've ever runin
your lifel"

Dean crawled to the edge of the trees, where he could get aclear view of the approaching column
from cover. He angled his body behind amassve trunk, took aim at the man leading the column, and
fired. The bolt dammed into the man's chest and I eft agaping hole all the way through. The remaining
men ingtantly returned a surprisingly heavy volume of very accurate fire at him. Dean had to drop behind
cover S0 fast he barely noticed the smoke that began to rise from atree as the plasmabolt that cut
through the man he'd killed smoldered in its drought-dried sde. Bits and pieces of tree trunks showered
down upon him as bullets exploded close above where he lay.

Dean scuttled backward, turned, and low-crawled to the trail he and Hway had walked up. The trees
between him and the approaching men were absorbing most of the bullets. Then the nearly missed
memory of the tree that began to burn from hisfirst shot clicked on him—Hway had told him the forest
was dry and could burn easily. Hefired arapid series of bolts at atree with upturned, spiky leaves. The
tree began to smolder and broke into flame. He then shot more bolts into clumps of undergrowth and set
them afire. He amiled. That'll keep the bastards awhile! he thought. Doubled over to present assmall a
target as possible, he ran back toward the house.

Brigadier Sturgeon legped to hisfeet. "Dean! Dean!™ he said into his comm unit. "Get out of there! Do
you hear me? Come back here! Dean?' The brigadier cursed and switched his comm unit to the
frequency he was assigned to communicate with the Denver. "Bridge! ThisisFIST Six Actua. What do
you see?"!

"Bridge," alaconic voice answered from the orbiting Denver. "FIST Six Actual, we see several dozen
men one point five kilometersto your northeast. Appear to be awork party but have dispatched adrone
to confirm. Wait... Seems you have the beginnings of aforest fire between your position and theirs. Do
you need assstance, FIST Six Actud?"

Lori was on her feet now too. Her face had gone white at the sound of the shooting, but she could also
see flames and smoke from the burning forest. "They've set my forest on firel" she screamed. "God's
goddamned balls, those trees are hundreds of years old! Brigadier—"

"Lori," hesad quietly, "that firé's going to save our lives." He changed the channd on his comm unit.
"Claypoolel" he shouted into it.

"ThisisClaypoole, sr!"
"Wherethe hdl areyou?'

"Downdairswith thekids..." Claypoole had been watching an ancient flatvid starring John Wayne, The
Horse Soldiers.



"Get out here. Now. How many kidswith you?'
"Three, sr. Dean and Hway are outsde somewhere.”

"Out here. Now, Marine! Bridge!" he snapped. He switched back to the command circuit, "Do you
see any other activity?' he asked the Denver. "How about along the road to Schmahldorf?*

"Negative, FIST Sx Actud. Drone confirms forty-three men armed with projectile wegpons. Shdl we
take them out for you?'

"Negative, negative, negativel" the brigadier shouted into his communicator. He made amental noteto
ask the Denver's captain why the watch had not acted sooner to confirm the nature of the approaching
"work" party. "I have people out there. Stand by." Heturned to Lori. "Do you have guns here, and do
you have any servants who know how to use them?"

"No, Ted, | don't."
"Wherésthe nearest Stadtpolizel station?”
"Schmahldorf," she answered. "But the Stadtpolizel in my jurisdiction have only Sdearms.”

"Great. Well, welll changethat assoon as| get us out of this mess. Bridge, can you contact the
Stadtpolizel in Schmahldorf and dert them to our Stuation here?!

"Negative, FIST Six Actud. We have no channel to them. We can ask Chief Long to relay amessage
through Stadtpolizel channels. Over." Brigadier Sturgeon hit histongue. Somebody should have
anticipated this problem.

"I can cdl them from here" Lori offered.

"No. They'd be cut to pieces. Bridge, alert them but have Chief Long emphasize, | say again,
emphasize they are not to come down the road to K eutgens's etate. Isthat clear?’

"Roger, FIST Six Actua. They are not to proceed down the road to Keutgenss estate. Further
orders?'

"Yes. | want alanding party to block the road fifteen kilometers outside Schmahldorf and to wait there
for further orders." If hedid haveto call in alaser strike on the area, the extrafive kilometerswould give
the landing party agood margin of safety.

"Roger, FIST Six Actua. Landing party on the way to block your road fifteen kilometers outside the
capitdl.”
"What's your plan, Sr?' Commander Peters asked.

"I don't have one. Commander. Well plan aswe go. But it'll be nice to have that landing party
nearby." They would be down in under ahaf hour.

Claypoole came running up, followed by Gudia and the boys. Faces white and eyes saring, the
children ran to their grandmother and looked up anxioudly at the three Marines. A group of about a
dozen servants and workers had gathered nervoudly in one corner of the patio, and now an elderly,
dignified man approached thetrio.

"Migtress," he addressed Lori. "What is happening? How may we help?'
Lori looked to Sturgeon. "Thisis Hector, my mgor-domo,” she said.
"Hector, can you find transportation for al these people?’ Sturgeon asked.
"Yes, ar. We have alorry that we often use to transport—"

"Get themin it and drive to the city. WEIl meet you there. Go. Now." Hector hesitated, looking to
Lorde Keutgens.



Lori nodded. "Go, Hector, now. Don't take anything with you. Just get out of here."

"Claypoole, take Mrs. Keutgens and her grandchildren, load them into our landcar, and drive like hell
until you get to Schmahldorf. Here, I'll trade you my side arm for your blaster."”

"Sir! Dean's out there somewhere." Claypoole gestured toward the rising glow to the northeast, more
prominent now that the sun was amost completely down. "Can't | go after him?”

"No. Our responsbility now isto these civilians." The brigadier paused as he began to unstrap his
equipment belt. Thefrudtration in Claypool€e€'s eyes was evident. "Marine, your friend has bought ustime,
we won't waste his sacrifice by wasting that time. Y ou take the civilians back to Schmahldorf.
Commander Petersand | will find Dean.”

It had been along time since the brigadier had used a shoulder weapon in combat, but aready he was
thinking like asquad leader: he was interested neither in who the men were nor their objective, only in
stopping them. Hisingtincts told him they were after Lori and her family, and it was only bad luck—for
the attackers—that he and his three Marines just happened to be there. The fact that he wasthe FIST
commander and should protect himself from harm never occurred to him. His executive officer could take
over themissonif hewaskilled. His only thought now wasto join up with Dean and conduct afighting
withdrawa until reinforced by the landing party.

"Ted," Lori sadinavery smdl voice, "ismy granddaughter with your young Dean?"
"Yes, Lori, I'm afrad—"

"Grandmother!" Hway shouted as she jumped the hedges bordering the patio and sumbled up to the
adults. "Joeisback there. Forty men with guns. He's fighting with them now! Y ou haveto hep!" Her
words came in great sobs as she tried to catch her breath.

Joe? Claypoole silently mouthed Dean'sfirst name. That dy bastard, he thought, and smiled despite
himsdf. "Sir? Let me go after Dean. Please?”’

"Ted, I'm not leaving this place until you get that boy out of there," Lori said, her tone of voice clearly
implying she meant it. "Besides, you can't go running around out there like aprivate! Hway can lead
Clayton back to where Dean is.”

"Claypoole, maam," Claypoole interjected respectfully.

Brigadier Sturgeon hesitated. Plan as you go? "Hway, can you—would you be willing—to take
Claypoole back to Dean?' Hway wasinsulted that Brigadier Sturgeon would even doubt her willingness
to go, but then, he didn't know her. She nodded yes. The brigadier turned to Claypoole and exchanged
weaponswith him again. "Go." He nodded toward the fire. Claypoole and Hway ran off the patio into the
garden.

Sturgeon turned to Commander Peters. "Raph, take Mrs. Keutgens and the children, get in that
landcar, and take them to safety.”

"But, sir—"

"Godfuckingdamnit, Commander!" Brigadier Sturgeon shouted. "Get your assesinto that car and get
the fuck out of here and do it right the fuck now!" Shocked by his commander's language, but energized
by it. Commander Peters scooped up Lorelel Keutgens and the remaining children and without another
word ushered them into the house.

"FIST Six Actua," the bridge watch officer drawled, "do you need fire support? Over."

"No, goddamnit. Bridge! Shut up until | ask you!" Those goddamned space squids are enjoying the
hell out of dl this, I bet. Sturgeon thought. He laughed abruptly and ran to the hedges, where he crouched
and drew hissdearm.



Inthelight of the forest fire behind him, Dean recognized Hway and Claypoole coming up thetrail.
"Rachman!™ he shouted, hisjoy evident. He grabbed Hway and kissed her full on the mouth before he
realized what he was doing. She did not protest.

"My, youwork fagt." Claypoole grinned.

"Joe!" Hway whispered. "Brigadier Sturgeon iswaiting for us back at the house. Hurry! We don't have
any timeto wage!"

Dean looked at Claypoole, who grinned and patted his blaster. "How come you get al the fun, boot?!
he asked. The forest fire was growing behind them now as flames legped from tree to tree and shrubs
ignited from the heat. The wind had picked up too and was fanning the flames straight toward them.

"They'll haveto get around that," Dean said, meaning thefire, "and right now we're in more danger
from the fire than from those men. | got one of ‘em, though.”

They ran down thetrail asthe fire roared and howled behind them. The flames had now turned the
darknessinto the light of day, and they could feel the heat on their backs as they ran. Hway tripped and
fell and Dean swooped her up with one hand and propelled her onward before him.

Brigadier Sturgeon saw the trio outlined againgt the flames as they ran through the gardens. "Come on,
comeon!" he shouted as they jumped the hedge. They ran through the house and out into the driveway.
Sturgeon took the driver's seat in alandcar parked there. A civilian vehicle, it didn't need a code to be
garted. "Claypoole," the brigadier shouted, "ride shotgun! Dean, cover us through the back window!"
Then he turned to Dean and said: "Marine, you do good work." He put the vehicle into forward, and they
roared off down the road to Schmahldorf, headlights cutting through the blackness.

Smoke from the forest fire rolled overhead, obscuring them from the sensors on board the Denver .

"Stop!" Hway shouted before they'd gone more than three kilometers. Sturgeon mashed the braking
lever and the car dewed to ahdt. "My grandmother's car! Back there, off the road!™

Sturgeon shifted into reverse and backed s owly down the road.
"Thereitid" Claypoole shouted, coughing from the smoke.

Severd dark objectslay beside the road. Sturgeon's heart skipped a beat. "Cover me," hetold
Claypoole, and grabbing aglowball from a cargo pocket, he approached the car. It was empty. Four
bodies lay crumpled on the shoulder. Three of them were burned beyond recognition. The fourth
belonged to Commander Peters. Sturgeon knedled beside hisintelligence officer. The commander's right
arm and leg were missing. "Raph,” he whispered, reaching for the commander's throat to fed for apulse.

"| fucked up," Commander Peters whispered. "They got the woman and the kids." He spoke with
difficulty. "l tried to... to..." Hisvoicetrailed off.

"Ralph, did you see which way they went? Ralph?* Sturgeon felt for the commander's pulse again. It
was there, throbbing weakly, but he'd passed ouit.

Dean and Claypoole crouched on opposite sides of the road, weapons facing outward, searching the
darknessfor movement. The brigadier motioned them to him. " Search aong the sides of the road.
They've got Mrs. Keutgens and the children. Well have to go after them."

"What about Commander Peters?' Dean asked.

The brigadier motioned toward the body behind him. "He got three of them. He's hurt bad, but there's
nothing we can do about that now. Our firgt priority isMrs. Keutgens and the children.”

Hway came up. "Do they have my grandmother and my brothers and sister too?" she asked.



"Weé're going after them,” Brigadier Sturgeon said. "Bridge," he spoke into his communicator.
"Bridge aye, FIST Six Actud.”

"Takeout thevilla. Alert thelanding party. Tl them to get up here quick once the fireworks are over.
| have a badly wounded officer who needsimmediate medical attention.”

"Roger that, FIST Six Actual." Dean and Claypoole threw themsalvesflat and Sturgeon pulled Hway
down into the roadbed and covered her body with his own.

A brilliant, incandescent swath of light arced down from the heavens as everything behind them
disntegrated in aflash—Dean counted "one thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three'—and
aroar. The ground shook so violently the four were bounced into the air. An extremely hot shock wave
howled over them and then it was dark again, except for the firesthat burned at intervas throughout the
rubble of what had once been Lorelel Keutgenss estate. Even the raging forest fire had been consumed
intheblagt.

"FIST Six Actud, thisisBridge. Ready for next firemisson.”
"Stand by," Brigadier Sturgeon said. Hway got shakily to her feet.

"Our home..." She gasped as she saw what had happened. "Everything... gone!" Shelooked up at
Brigadier Sturgeon with tearstained eyes.

"I'm sorry, Hway. | had to even the odds,” the brigadier said.
"But my grandmoather...?"

"I had to take achance, Hway. I'm betting the kidnappers didn't have time to get them back to the
house. I'm pretty sure that's where they were going to meet up with the main body."

"Brigadier!" Claypoole shouted. "Sir, atrail. Bush dl trampled down. It heads back toward the villa."
"Dean, Say with the girl. Givewhat aid you can to Commander Peters. Don't get shot by the landing

"l know what to do, sir."

Five bodiesay sprawled grotesquely in the bushes about half akilometer off the road. Lying nearby,
trussed and gagged, were Lori Keutgens and her grandchildren.

"Thank God!" Lori choked when Brigadier Sturgeon had cut her bonds and pulled the gag out of her
mouth.

"What happened here?' he asked, but he aready knew. He ad so knew held taken an awful gamble and
won.

"I couldn't see what happened, but when that great light flashed, they dropped us. Then thisroar and a
terrible heat wave, like an oven, passed over us and the men just fell down dead. There wasthis awful
smedll afterward.” Lori spoke between coughs, wiping tears out of her eyes.

Brigadier Sturgeon smiled, confident she couldn't seeit in the dark. ™Y ou were close enough to the
ground that it missed you and fried their brains. That smell is burnt human flesh and hair.”

"Wh-What wasthat explosion, Ted?" Lori asked.

"I had to prevent those ambushers from joining the main body, Lori. | caled in alaser strike on your
villa"

Lori gasped.
"I had to, Lori," Sturgeon said quietly. Gently, he laid ahand on her shoulder. When she beganto cry,



he held her closeto his chest. Claypoole diplomatically gathered up the children and led them back
toward the road, where the landing party had already arrived. What the brigadier did not mention was
that he had taken abig gamble that the ambushers who captured the K eutgenses had not aready joined
the main body when the plasma strike came down. Otherwise, Lordlel Keutgens and her grandchildren
would now be drifting in the wind aong with the molecules of the attackers.

"Oh, liebchen... I-I mean Ted," Lori sobbed. "That was our home... everything..." She shrugged
helplesdy, "gone..." Shewas crying so hard he could hardly understand her. "All my family's history since
it came herewasin that house! Goddamn those men. Goddamn them. Goddamn them!" She pounded
her fists againgt the brigadier's chest. Then an expression of intense hatred contorted her face. "Goddamn
him, I'll fry his..." Just as suddenly, shelaid her head against the brigadier's chest.

"Lori, my men, the Denver, did what they had to do. Don't blame them for this. Blame me, if you
must." Lori clenched her fistsand bit her tongue. It wasn't the Marines she meant. "L ori, you can rebuild,
but most important, you and your grandchildren are safe.”

"Goddamned right we arel” She tiffened in hisarms. "And we're going to stay that way!" She relaxed
againg the brigadier's chest. "Y es, we can rebuild.” She sighed. "I guessthis changesthe rules of war
here on Wanderjahr, doesn't it, Ted?

"It sure does," Sturgeon responded, "now they've pissed me off!"

Brigadier Sturgeon summoned Dean to where held set up atemporary command post beside one of
the landing party's Dragons. " Son, what you did out there was redlly stupid, do you know what | mean?"
he said without preamble. Dean stood dumbfounded.

"Sir, |-|—"

"Y ou should have kept the ambushers under surveillance and withdrawn to the house, where we
could've organized a defensive position or an ambush of our own and maybe held them off until
reinforcements arrived.”

A long silence ensued. "Yessir," Dean answered after he'd had a chance to think the brigadier'swords
over. "But, gr, | just did what first came into my head. | was there and they were coming on. And | did
delay them, Sr."

The brigadier smiled. "Y ou sure did. Marine. What you did required alot of guts, | give you that. You
deserveamedal, but | can't submit a citation to Fleet based on what was redly an incredibly brave but
very dumb act, can 17" He pretended to think for amoment. "Go get Claypoole.”

When the pair returned, he said, "PFC Claypoole, since when do you give ordersto a brigadier of
Marines?'

"Sir, |-|—"

"And since when does a Marine who has a perfectly good head on his shouldersthrow it al away to
compound a stupid mistake made by one of hisbuddies?| mean talking meinto letting you go charging
off after Dean here.”

"Butgr, |-[—"

Brigadier Sturgeon waved Claypooleinto silence. "Very well. | can't decorate you two, because it'd
make me look stupid. So I'm promoting both of you to lance corpora.” Thetwo gaped at the brigadier in
astonishment. "1 know, you're both thinking, 'How can he promote two stupid Marineslike us? How
indeed.” The brigadier feigned asigh of exasperation. "l havefaith in you. | think you both have potentid.
Y ou may even make good corporals someday. Now go and clean yourselves up.”



The next two dayswere aflurry of activity as Brigadier Sturgeon, Chief Long, Lordel Keutgens, and
Chairman Arschmann conferred by video hookup about strengthening security. Within minutes of the
landing party'sarriva at the ambush scene. Brigadier Sturgeon had the Bridge patch him through to his
executive officer in Broggville, to whom hefired off astring of ordersto be passed on to every
Feldpalizel training team. He asked for and immediately received permission from the Denver's captain
to keep the landing party, about ahundred sailors and Marines, indefinitely. They would beef up physica
security a key ingtalations where his force would be too busy training the Feldpolizel to worry abot it.

The atack had outraged everyone. Since none of the perpetrators had survived, it was generadly
assumed the bandits were responsible. The citizens of Morgenluft loudly demanded retribution. Chairman
Arschmann was caling for Brigadier Sturgeon to organize aflying column to attack immediately.

Themorning after the attack. Brigadier Sturgeon sat in asuite in one of Schmahldorf's best hotelswith
Ambassador Spears and Chief Long, discussing the options.

"Hold off," the ambassador urged. "Thisistoo pat. We don't know it was the guerrillas. Arschmann
proteststoo much, | think."

"Hesright, Ted," the big policeman said.

"I never intended to do anything else," Sturgeon said. "My orders are to train the Feldpolizel, and that's
what I'm going to do. Well ded with the guerrillas when the time comes, but through the Feldpolizei, not
on our own.

"Another topic: Hugh, | don't have an intelligence officer anymore. Peterswas afine officer, but he's
out of the picture for the duration of this operation, and | won't get a replacement for him from HQMC
until probably long after thismisson isover. Will you handle that for me from now on?I'll giveyou his
files, hisoffice, and histwo helpers.”

"Dean and Claypoole? Sure, I'll takethem.” Chief Long laughed, abig rumbling noise deep within his
chest. "I'll make detectives out of those lads yet!"

"Joe?' Hway sat opposite Dean at atable in amodest restaurant in downtown Schmahldorf. Dean
was leaving in the morning and he was depressed because it seemed he wouldn't see Hway again for
quiteawhile, if ever. For thefirgt timein hislife the thought of military duty annoyed him.

A very solicitous maitre d' hovered over their table, anxiousto please. Everyone in Schmahldorf had
been trying to make the Keutgens family feel at ease among them. But the maitre d's attentions were
beginning to annoy the young couple. Hway waved him away, and reluctantly he retrested to hiskiosk.

"Joe," she began again, leaning across the table and whispering loudly, "1'm going with you to
Brosgvilletomorrow.”

Dean shot Sraight up in hischair.

"Yes" Hway laughed, seeing how the news had so quickly brought Dean out of hisfunk. "My
grandmother is sending meto live with my granduncle there. He operates a huge truck farm just outside
the city, very near the port... uh, very near where your headquartersislocated, | think."

Dean grinned foolishly, entirely consumed by this delightful news. "What's atruck farm?" he asked,
because he didn't know what elseto say.

"Vegetables'" Hway answered impatiently.
Dean'sgrinincreased. "Wonderful," he dmost shouted. "What kind of vegetables?'
"Tomatoes and thingdl Joe! Don't you redize what this means?”



"Yeah," Dean said, and reached for Hway's hand acrossthe table. "What are tomatoes?'

Lieutenant Congtantine sat next to Commander Peterss bed in the Denver's sick bay.
"I'd shake hands with you. Lieutenant, except | an—was right-handed,” Commander Peters joked.

"I know thefedling. Chief Long asked meto pay you thisvist. Commander. Dean and Claypoole say
hdlo.

"I think | know why," Peters said. "Y ou're gonnatell me to hang in there and one day I'll be as'good
ashnew.'"

"Yep. Well, snceyou know what | was going to tell you, might aswell leave." They both laughed.
Then Peters became serious. "What'sit going to be like, Pete?’

The anguish on Peterss face brought back painful memoriesto the policeman. "Theworst part isthe
psychological readjustment. The medicslI give you wonderful biotech prosthesesto replace your lost
limbs, but it's going to take some effort on your part to accept them because they won't be you. But
believe me. Commander, you can be restored to full duty, if that'swhat you want."

"Who'staking over my duties as F-27" Peters asked abruptly.
"Chief Long, with Dean and Claypooleto help him. And me."

"Good. Lieutenant?Y ou tell those two gruntsif they fuck up, when | get back I'll kick their asses
good!" Commander Peters pretended to think about that for amoment and then added, "Belay that.
Lieutenant. | guess | wouldn't have aleg to stand on after al." They laughed.

Congtantine knew that Peters would bejust fine,

CHAPTER NINE

Acting Shift Sergeant Schultz felt naked. He wasn't naked, of course, not festooned the way he was
with extra battery packsfor the blaster hanging on his pack straps. The pack itsalf wasfilled with two
days rations and a change of socks, aong with odds and ends of equipment, official and unofficial. A
bayonet and a knife—and another hidden inside a boot—an emergency medica kit and two quarts of
potable water were suspended from hisbelt. A hundred feet of tightly coiled rope hung off one shoulder,
and amap kit filled with a GPS locator, an old-fashioned lensatic compass, a civilian-manufacture
sat-comm radio—not to mention actua maps—were clamped under the opposite arm. His
accoutrements were topped off with a squad leader's helmet that contained not only the infrared,
magnifying, and light-collecting face shields and squad-level communications that he was used to, but so
company-level communications and heads-up displaysthat dlowed platoon and company command
elementsto transmit Stuation visuasto him.

No, hewasn't naked. Schultz just felt that way because he was going into the hills after guerrillas
wearing his dull-green garrison utilitiesinstead of the field chameleons that would have made him
effectively invisble

The Marines of first squad were on the military crest of ahill, the highest place they could stand
without being silhouetted againgt the sky, half akilometer southeast of the 257th Feldpolize's base. They
were gathered around Sergeant Hyakowafor their final briefing before taking Company A of the 257th
Feldpolizel on atwo-day training and combat patrol. None of the Marines was looking at Hyakowa; they
wered| looking & the FPs, who waited uncomfortably at the foot of the hill.

"They'relooking better than they did aweek ago,” Acting Company Captain Hyakowa said of the
green-clad FPs. He swallowed nervoudy; he wasn't as confident as he sounded.



"Anything would be an improvement over how they were aweek ago,” Acting First Platoon Leader
Leach said.

"They ill can't shoot," Schultz grumbled, and speat off to the side.

"Let's hope they've learned something more than just how to wear new uniforms," Acting Second
Platoon Leader Ratliff said.

"They have," Acting Third Platoon Leader Dornhofer said.

Corpora Doyle, who found himsdlf in the very odd and even more uncomfortable position of acting
shift sergeant, declined to say anything.

"They'll know alot more at the end of these two days," Chan said.
"If any of them livethrough it," Schultz grumbled.

Macllargie was quiet—at least he didn't say anything. But his eyes glowed, the tip of histongue stuck
out of the corner of his mouth, and hejittered in anticipation of the patrol.

Godenov shivered. He was going to be leading fifteen men in apotential combat Situation and didn't
look forward to it. Damn, even if they weren't very good at it, every one of these troopers had seen more
action than he had—which wasn't hard, because held never beenin ared firefight.

None of the other men in the squad had any comment to make.

"All right," Hyakowasaid. "You dl know what we're going to be doing. If there are no other
questions, join your units. WEIl run acomm check as soon asyou'rein place.” He looked at each of his
men. Only one or two looked back at him. Mostly, they looked at the Wanderjahrians they were about
to take into the hills. Each of the six shiftswould be taking a different route, but they'd be close enough to
support each other if any of them ran into asituation they couldn't handle aone. If they could keep up
with each other, that was. If the Marines could handle them properly and keep the FPs from getting
hopelesdy lost. Hyakowa shuddered at the thought of the many things that could go wrong. He knew the
Wanderjahrians were a so unhappy with what they were doing. Mogt of them found the very idea of
patrolling the woods without being in their normal formation frightening amost to the point of terror.

Dornhofer wasthefirst to move. "Let'sdo thisthing,” he said, and stepped off toward the first
platoon's command € ement.

Almost as though that were a parade ground command, everyone began descending the hill toward
their platoons and shifts. Hyakowa stood camly watching them. Doyle wasthe last to leave the hill, so he
was there when Hyakowa got atransmission.

"Random One-six, thisis Random Six-five. Over."

"One-six. Go, Six-five," Hyakowa said, using field-expedient communications rather than textbook
procedure. He was clearly excited as he listened to Acting Battdion Executive Officer Charlie Bass, cdll
sgn Random Six-five. He whistled softly at the end of Basss message, then said, "Roger, Six-five, I'll
passit. Over." Henibbled on hislower lip and looked pensively out into nowhere as Bass signed off.

Doyle had no ideawhat the message was, but if the normally impassive Hyakowa reacted to it that
way, it had to be bad news for the men of third platoon. Bad news? It had to be terrible news. Hey, he,
Corpora Doyle, was the company's senior clerk. He had no business going into a Situation where held be
facing alarge force of guerrillas—especially not with acompany of partly trained rura policemen who
barely knew which end of their blasters was the hot one. So it had to be bad. The string-of-pearls had
detected an overwhelming force of guerrillas closing on them while they stood here waiting. No, that
couldn't beit. If guerrillas were approaching, Hyakowawould be giving orders, getting everybody ready
to fight right now. So what wasit? He quaked as he imagined what could be worse yet: The guerrillas
had attacked the spaceport outside Brosigville and wiped out the FIST headquarters! They were left with



no way off-planet! They were stuck here, afew Marines on some backwater world that even Captain
Conorado hadn't ever heard of! How long would it be before anybody noticed that the FIST wasn't
making its reports? It was how far, three weeks, to the nearest civilized planet? That was the fastest a
message could travel from hereto there. Then it would be more weeks or months until Feet
headquarters was informed that 34th FIST missed areport. And Fleet wouldn't do anything over one
missed message, they'd wait for two or three reports to go missing. How often were messages sent to
Fleet headquarters, once aweek? Less often? Then weeks, maybe months—probably months—after
Fleet redlized something must be wrong, arescue mission would finaly be mounted. Jesus Muhammed, it
would be ayear longer than that, more than ayear, ayear and a haf—before anybody got to
Wanderjahr to pull the survivorsout! If there were any survivors! Doyle's knees shook so badly he felt
like he was about to collapse.

"Y ou know where Morgenluft is?' Hyakowa asked into the absol ute silence that had descended
around Doyle.

Morgenluft? What did that have to do with the spaceport getting taken out and them being stranded
here? Doyl€e's throat was too constricted for him to speak. He smply nodded.

"Brigadier Sturgeon was visiting Oligarch Keutgenss home earlier today,” Hyakowasaid dowly.

Doylelooked at him oddly. Thisdidn't seem to have anything to do with the predicament heimagined
they werein.

"Guerrillas pulled araid onit." Helooked at Doyle. "Dean and Claypoole were with the brigedier.” He
shook his head dowly. " Somehow, they managed to begt off the guerrillas.”

All thetension flowed out of Doyle. Wdll, that wasn't so bad. A raid on awhole different continent.
Hey, that didn't affect him, it didn't put him into any danger at dl! Everything wasdl right here. The sun
was shining, there was a nice breeze wafting by, and third platoon was about to go for awak in the
woods with afew hundred loca guys. God wasin his heaven, Muhammad in Paradise, and Odin was
probably getting drunk again in Vahalla No problem.

Doylewas so euphoric at his unexpected reprieve from catastrophe that he didn't think of any of the
implications of aguerrillaraid on acontinent that didn't have aguerrillaproblem. Nor washe at all
concerned that the raid just happened to take place at the very timethe FIST commander was on the
scene. It didn't even register on him that Dean and Claypoole werein the fight.

"Oh, yeah, well..." Doyle couldn't think of athing to say.

"The brigadier got out, dl right,” Hyakowa continued, looking back down the hill toward the Marines
and FPswho were waiting for him to tell them to do something. *No word on Dean and Claypoole, but
there were casudties.”

That got through. "Dean, Claypoole? Casualties?' he squeaked. He knew those guys. Dean and
Claypoole were good Marines—no, great Marines. They were aimogt friends of his. HEd been to hell
and back with them! And they were casualties? No! They couldn't bel

Hyakowa almost decided this was a bad time to pass the word to the rest of his men. Then he glanced
a Doyle and redized they'd find out from him anyway, and most likely get agarbled verson of the story.
He flicked on the all-hands channd on hisradio and used Bass's message for his comm check.
Everybody got the straight scoop. Except Doyle, who convinced himsdlf that Dean and Claypoole were
dead.

Hyakowa gave the order and Company A, 257th Feldpolizel, headed into the hillsfor its
combat/training patrol.



"Commander," the scout, Fighter Quetla, gasped as soon as he was admitted to the haf-finished
chamber that served as Commander Hing's office. Quetlal was out of bresth from running the last
fifteen-kilometer leg of the communications route between the 257th precinct headquarters and the
headquarters of the Che Loi Brigade.

Hing waved ahand to tell the scout to sit on one of the stools that squatted on the duckboard flooring
of hisoffice. "Rdax, Fighter Quetld, catch your breath," he said more camly than hefdt. It was
frudtrating to have to rely on runnersfor most of hisinformation, but the Confederation's string-of-pearls
aurveillance satellites prevented using radios for communication with the scouts. Y ou have run far,
refresh yoursdlf." He gestured at his clerk to give Quetld abottle of beer. "When you can spesk without
wheezing, give me the message.”

"Y es, Commander," Quetld gasped. Gratefully, he accepted the bottle of cold brew and gulped haf of
it down immediately. That was one of the benefits of delivering amessage to the commander from agrest
distance—Hing aways gave the messenger a bottle of beer. If the message was long enough, or could be
made long enough, he often got a second bottle.

Hing waited with patience he didn't fedl. Quetla brought news of what was happening with the 257th
Feldpolizel, information that he badly wanted. But he knew that the 257th GSB was far enough away that
the information could wait amoment or two while his messenger compaosed himsdlf. Besides, thekind
treatment only served to enhance his reputation among the men.

Hing was seated at asmal field desk, though the chamber was large enough for afull-size desk. He
thought it was better for aguerrillacommander to present an image of austerity. A counter and shelves
aong onewadl of the chamber contained banks of communications equipment, mostly unmanned now
that the guerrillas had to restrict their radio use. A small, low bed lay on the opposite side of the chamber;
Hing dept where heworked, to be available at dl times. Mounting both 3-D and flatvid viewers, alow
table stood out from the wall behind and to the side of Hing's desk. The largest piece of furniturein the
chamber was a conference table that took up most of its middle. Several officers were seated around it.
The chamber wasilluminated by rows of glowballs anchored to the unfinished rock ceiling.

Lieutenant Sokum Pincote had sprung to her feet the instant Quetlal was admitted to the chamber, and
now stood tensely, amost vibrating like abowed violin string. Her lips were drawn sharply back,
exposing her pointed teeth. Hing knew she wouldn't have given Quetla timeto catch his breath, she
would aready have his message and be pressing him for additional details. And, Hing knew, that was
why she would never be the commander of any unit larger than asixty-man company; she didn't know
how to treeat the fighters so they respected her and willingly obeyed her orders. The fighters under her
command obeyed out of fear, and soldiersfrightened of their own commanders weren't always the best
fighters

Confederation Marines had arrived aweek earlier at the 257th GSB to train the Feldpolize, that much
Hing aready knew. That, and that the Marines had assumed command positions within the battalion.
What kind of success they were having, what the Marines were training the Feldpolize to do, and what
their training schedule was, those things he did not know. He hoped that Quetla's message would tel him
some of those things.

Quetla took another gulp of beer, wiped adirty arm across his mouth, and began.

"Commander, the Marines a the 257th are teaching the Feldpolizel red tactics. | have avid of their
training." He reached into a pouch on his belt and handed over acapsule.

Hing kept hisface expressionless; the man should have given thisto him to look at while he caught his
bregth. There would be no second bottle of beer for Quetlal, no matter how long this debriefing took.
Hing tossed the cgpsule to his clerk, who immediately put it in the viewer. Animage formed amost
ingtantly. Despiteitsthree dimengons, the image was fuzzy and dightly blurred; its colors were off, and



there were areas of glare in which the eye could make out no detail. Obvioudly, the recording had been
doneinto bright light from deep shadow, and a tel escopic lens had been used because of the distance.

The few Marinesin the vid were difficult to see because of their dull-green uniforms, but the
Feldpolizel stood out clearly in their orange and blue. There were two training sessonson thevid. Hing
chuckled as he watched the Marines attempting to teach the lackeys of the Feldpolizel how to use aimed
firewith their blasters. He laughed aloud at how confused the troopers were on the parade ground when
they were being instructed on how to move without being in straight lines, and then sumbled in the forest
when they tried to move through it in other than a column on aroad. If this, which was nothing, wasdl
the Marines had managed to accomplish in aweek, perhaps the Liberation could be won before the
Feldpolizel became aforce that had to be reckoned with.

Then he noticed the date ssamped into a corner of the vid—it had been made six days earlier. He
grimaced. It was dmost worthless, it gave him no information on what they could do today. Well, he
thought, one week isn't long enough to uproot bad habits formed over many years. And it did give him
one piece of usable information—the Marines would be as hard to see in the forest as his own fighters.

"Do you have any newer information?' Hing asked when the vid had run its course.

"Y es, Commander. The Marines and two companies of the 257th have gone out on patrolsin the
vicinity of the GSB headquarters.”

"Two companies? How many Marines are with them?”
"It looked to be two squads.”

"Two squads," Hing repested pensvely. The Marines used ten-man squads. That meant twenty
Confederation Marines were in the field with the Feldpolizei. The Marines had a reputation asferocious
fighters, but could twenty of them stand up to his entire brigade? No matter. Even if they could, they
would be too busy trying to lead the incompetents of the Feldpolizel to do any fighting of their own.

Quetla bobbed hishead. "It was difficult to tell for certain how many were Marines, Commander. The
Feldpalizel were wearing the same green uniforms asthey. Even their own officerswere dressed in
green.”

Hing stared at Quetlal for along moment. This could cause a serious problem, if hisfighters couldn't
distinguish between the Marines and the Feldpolize. "How were they moving? Werethey in columnslike
uud?'

"No, Commander. They werein route march formation." Route march formation. Spread out and
staggered, rather than in aneatly digned, tight column. Wesgpons ready rather than right-shouldered. Eyes
watching their surroundings rather than straight ahead. The Marines had taught the Feldpolizel agreat
ded in only onewesek.

"How far arethe patrols going?'
"| wastold they are on two-day patrols.”

Hing glanced around the room. His entire staff was present. "Fighter, you brought important
information. Y ou may rest now."

Fighter Quetla understood that he was being dismissed, and he scampered from the chamber.

"Two days," Hing mused as soon as the scout had |&ft. "We can do nothing to them thistime, it would
take too long for our fightersto get into position. But now that we know what the Marines are teaching
the Feldpolizel, we can prepare for the next time they go out. Hereiswhat | want you to start planning...”

Route march, that's how the scouts told Commander Hing the Feldpolizel were moving. Well, there



was route march, and then there was route march.

As practiced by good soldiers, such asthefighters of the Che Loi Brigade, it was a spread-out
formation in which one burst from agun could not hit more than afew men, one small chemica-reaction
explosive couldn't take down more than one or two. More than that, it meant to be alert and perhapsto
move sedthily or slently, ready to shift at an ingant's notice into a fighting formation, whether offensive
or defensve.

Asdone by true professionals, such as the Confederation Marines, route march was spread out, but it
accomplished more. When the Marines were on route march, they were dmost completely silent and
nearly invisible—even when wearing garrison utilities rather than chameleons. For the Marines, route
march was afighting formation from which they could attack or defend in any direction with virtualy no
notice.

When attempted by amateurs, which the 257th Battalion of the Wanderjahrian Feldpolizel certainly
qudified as, well... Did "gaggle of geese’ mean anything?

* % %

Thetip of Macllargie's tongue peeked out from between hislips. He could hardly believe what his
widened eyes were showing him. Quickly, he shifted hisfocus from near to far and turned in acircleto
seeif anyone was watching—or close enough to seeif helooked. The area he and his shift were moving
through was barely thick enough to be called forest. It was studded with the giants the Wanderjahrians
caled hochbaums, bunched with the fat, skirted palms known as grogpams, and had randomly placed
pikers, treesalittle taler than the grospalms, which had spiky leavesthat stuck straight up out of their
horizonta branches. On the ground in between were scattered bushes that vaguely resembled ferns. But
the forest was thick enough that Macllargie couldn't see more than ahundred metersin any direction.
Even using hisinfras, he couldn't spot anyone other than the men of his own shift. But there were others
nearby; he could hear them. Somewhere to the north he heard Schultz bellow his displeasure at some
hapless trooper who wasn't moving to his satisfaction. Nearer, but still out of Sght to the south, he heard
bodies crashing through underbrush, and amuffled thud and yelp as someone tripped and fell.

Macllargie returned his attention to his own shift. His fifteen men were dowly, inexorably, scattering.
Every one of them was watching where he was stepping none kept an eye on anyoneesein the
formation, so they were drifting dowly apart from each other. Not a one ever seemed to spare aglance
at the surrounding floraor terrain to look for any enemy who might be approaching—or lying in ambush.

"I've seen little children move better than thison apicnic outing,” hetold himsdf.

Silently, feding hisway with feet accustomed to seeking for trips and traps and finding their own way,
he moved away from his shift. At thirty meters he turned and walked pardld to them—as pardld ashe
could to men who were drifting away from each other in al directions. He wondered how long it would
take for any of them to notice that he wasn't in the formation anymore. He wondered how long it would
take before any of them could spot him once they redlized he wasn't there anymore. He wondered what
kind of joke hewould pull on them when they couldn't find him.

Godenov was dismayed. Not to mention scared. His shift was on one flank of the spread-out
company formation, one of the positions most likely to first encounter guerrillas. Unlike Macllargie's shift,
the members of Godenov's shift were looking outward. They were also bunched up so tightly they were
constantly blocking each other's view and bumping into each other. If they walked into an ambush, one
burst from a gun would kill most of them. And then where would he be? Godenov wondered. Dead,
that's where. He had to get them to spread out, had to get them to be aware of where they wererelative
to each other. And till keep close watch on their surroundings. Was that possible? Godenov shivered.



Chan helped another trooper who had tripped over some unseen obstacle back to hisfeet. While
Chan's expression was placid to acasud glance, worry was there to see for anyone who knew what to
look for. The men of his shift were properly spaced and staggered; he'd managed to teach them that
much in the few days he'd had to train them. And each divided his attention between the man he was
behind, to maintain contact and distance, and the flanks—he hoped when they looked off to the sides,
they were actually looking for people who shouldn't be there, and not just seeing trees and bushes. The
problem they were having was, they didn't seem to be ableto look around without ignoring where their
feet went. So far only two had falen, but whether he looked ahead from his position near the middle of
theragged line or to therear, he always saw at least one trooper tripping or stumbling over some
obstruction he hadn't noticed.

He had to do something about the Situation before something serioudy bad happened. While he was
aert for any sign of an enemy, and ready to take instant action if they came across any, he didn't expect
this patrol to encounter any of the guerrillas. His main concern was that one of his men might break an
amor leginafdl—or worse, impae himsdaf on abranch upthrust from one of thefadlen treesthat lay
about. He was concerned not only because hed have trouble forgiving himsdlf if one of his chargeswas
injured, but also because he knew if one of them suffered a serious injury, that would make the FPs even
more reluctant to learn what he was trying to teach them.

He whigtled softly, just loudly enough for everyone to hear. When his men looked a him, he gave the
assemble-here hand signd. In amoment the whole shift was standing at attention in two ranksin front of
him.

Chan shook his head sadly. These men had had entirely too much bad training.

"Never sand at attention in aparade ground formation in thefidd," he said quietly. "That makesyou
entirely too easy atarget. | don't want to have to explain to Ser—ah. Acting Company Captain
Hyakowa—how | got some of my peoplekilled.”

Some of the troopers glanced uneasily at each other. A few shuffled their feet nervously. None broke
formation.

"Spread out, get low," Chan ingtructed. He demongtrated getting low by knedling on one knee. "Some
of you watch the rear, some watch the flanks, some watch behind me. Don't look a me, just listen. I'll tell
you what we're going to do. Then I'll show you."

"Acting Shift Sergeant,” one of the troopers asked, "are we alowed to look at you when you show us
what it isyou will show us?'

Chan briefly closed his eyes and counsded himsdlf in patience. "When I—show you, you'll haveto
look," he said when he reopened his eyes.

Lance Corpord Schultz wasin asvile amood as hed ever been in. These numskull Wanderjahrian
FPs couldn't do adamn thing right, not unlessit was|ooking parade ground sharp and marching in
sraight lines. Hed spent dmost awhole week trying to teach them how to shoot and how to move, and
it looked like they hadn't learned a damn thing. They couldn't maintain proper distance from each other,
they kept wandering off, every other step they tripped over things ablind man could seein the middle of
the night—And they made so much noise the guerrillas could hear them two hard days march off! He
couldn't understand why thiswar hadn't aready been lost. By God, Schultz thought, if the 257thisan
example of the Feldpolizel, give meaFIST and I'll take the whole damn planet in aweek. Week and a
haf, topd

Asdigracted as he was by hisvile mood, Schultz still had the discipline to watch and listen for
danger—he had better; he suspected he was the only one in the shift who was!



All morning long, and now well into the afternoon, he'd been hearing the sounds of things, big things,
blundering through thewoods. At first he wanted to take the shift on aflanking maneuver to deal with
whatever this potential danger was, or at least send scouts out to determine exactly what it was. But
Acting Assistant Shift Sergeant Kharim assured him, ingsted actually, that there was no danger, that what
he heard was merdly grazing cows. Kharim showed none of the fear Schultz had seen in the loca forces
he'd worked with on other operations when they tried to convince him that the bad guys who were out
there weren't there, because the local forces were afraid to face them. Maybe Kharim was right about
the cows.

That didn't mallify Schultz very much. He didn't trust cattle. Cattle were things you ate, and then you
used their hidesto make boots. No matter how placid something was, if it was facing the prospect of
being eaten, it could get brave in ahurry and attack. Besides, he remembered entirely too well thetime
three years earlier when aregular army unit on Eritreafra had used Earth evolved humpbacked cattle as
cover for an gpproach to the Marine position, and then as a shield when they attacked the 28th FIST.
That was an operation Schultz had been on. No, he didn't trust cattle at al. But he saw that Acting
Assigant Shift Sergeant Kharim was dmost laughing at him for his concern about the cattle—"cows' was
the word Kharim used—and if he laughed, that would have created a discipline problem Schultz didn't
want to have to deal with on apatrol. So he dropped the matter, and kept an ear cocked to the
blundering sounds.

A mild breeze was wafting through the woods, ruffling the leaves and swaying the fronds of the
grospams. So what with the constant small movement wherever he looked, the distraction about the
"cows," and his near constant grumbling to himsalf about the inadequacy of the Wanderjahrian FPs,
Schultz didn't notice that a patch of foliage somefifty or Sxty metersto the flank was much denser than
anything ese held seen thisday until it ambled about ten metersto one side.

"Alert right!" Schultz screamed as he spun toward the moving foliage and dove to the ground into a
firing position. What he saw through his blaster's sights made his eyes bug and his mouth gape.

Helowered hisblaster and lay there looking at the moving wall of foliage for along moment. It wasn't
redly foliage, it was fauna. No, make that faunum, one fauna. 1t stood on four legs the same thickness
and tan color asthe grogpalm trunks, and astall asthe middle-sized spikers. Where the legs met the
massive body, the coloring changed to mottled green with flecks of red and blue. The massive, tapering
tail that stuck straight out from one end was buff on the bottom, mottled green on the top. At the other
end, asinuous neck snaked itsway to asmallish head that seemed to be mostly mouth. The mouth was
placidly chomping on the succulent leaves of hochbaums.

Schultz had been to Old Earth and seen an African eephant in azoo. Hed thought it was huge, with its
four-meter height. He went on an operation to Xanadu and saw the roc, asix-meter-tall biped that
vaguely resembled theflightless birds of Earth. On Hell, he'd seen the bed zebub, afive-meter
mongtrosity that looked like it was designed by the makers of an ancient Japanese flatvid he once saw.

This creature made them look puny. It was at least eight meters high at the top of its arched back, and
twicethat from thetip of itstall to itschest. Hetried to tell himsdlf it wasn't that big, it couldn't be that big,
it had to be closer than it looked, that atrick of thelight made it seem farther away. But he knew that
wasn't true, thisthing redlly wasthet big.

A tittering behind him finally broke through, and Schultz twisted around. The entire shift stood there.
Mogt of the men were camly looking at the huge anima. A couple of them werelooking a him. Three or
four were watching their surroundings—asmall part of Schultz's mind registered that those three or four
were doing something heldd been trying to teach them. All of them had straight faces; he couldn't tell who
hed laughed.

"It'sonly acow. Acting Shift Sergeant,” Kharim said camly. "Nothing for usto be concerned about.”



Schultz looked at Kharim for severd long seconds before saying, "All right, that'sa cow. Let's get
moving again, we till have apatral to run.”

Kharim nodded and began giving the orders that got the troopers back into formation and moving.

Schultz got to hisfeet. Before moving out with his shift, he gave the "cow" along look. He
remembered Top Myer's briefing aboard the Denver, when the first sergeant mentioned the large animas
that lived on Wanderjahr. Hed thought he was ready, but seeing something that huge for thefirst time
wasfar different than hearing about them. Then helooked at his blaster and thought abouit firing it at the
behemoth. He concluded that al the puny weapon would do was pissit off—if it even noticed it was
being shot.

A few minutes|ater it occurred to him that on every world held ever been on or heard of, the grazing
animasthat were the equivaent of cattle were food animas. Food animals were preyed on by
carnivores. He wondered what kind of animal preyed on something like the cow held just seen. For the
firgt time, Schultz was frightened.

CHAPTER TEN

Dean's mind was not on hiswork.

Claypooledidn't notice hisfriend'slack of attention until severa days after their return from
Morgenluft. When the FIST sergeant mgjor announced they were going to work for Chief Long
henceforth, Claypoole at least had been thrown into atailspin.

"Sergeant Mgjor," Claypoole protested, "we're Marines, not policemen!”

Sergeant Mgor Shiro, aman with huge shoulders and a prominent stomach, shifted his tobacco wad
to the opposite side of hismouth and glared a him. "I know what and who you are, Claypoole.” He
expectorated into acontainer he kept handy at his desk. All Marines|oved tobacco products. "The
brigadier saysyer goin', 'n' yer goin', it'sthat plain goddamned smple, Marine. Lookit it thisway, you get
your own vehicle and yell beworkin' fer acivilian.

"Okay. Clean out Commander Peterss—may God help that poor man's recovery—office. Y er gonna
haveto do dl this'cause he'sin no condition to give you and Dean advice from the Denver. Download all
his computer files and gather up any paperwork he had in there'n’ take everything up to police
headquartersin town. Y ou need any of the hardware, take it with you on hand receipts. Y ou'll work
outta police headquarters until further orders. Y €ll be billeted here and I'll expect you to take yer turn on
al the duty rogters. Y ou may be spending yer daysin town, but you'll be responsible for knowing what's
in the Plan of the Day, just like any other Marine. Y aneed to be excused from any duty"—spoot tang! A
brown glob of spittle arced negtly into the sergeant magjor'stiny spittoon—"have Chief Long or Lieutenant
Congtantine call meand I'll square it away. Now move out.”

After the pair had departed, FIST Sergeant Major Frederico Shiro wiped adroplet of
tobacco-stained salivafrom one end of his mustache. His mustache pushed the limit of what Marine
Corpsregulations would alow, but nobody, not even Brigadier Sturgeon, would ever point that out to
him. He shook his head. Charlie Bass had called him three times aready. Captain Conorado twice,
asking if they could have the pair back. After that fracas at the lady oligarch's place, he understood why
the brigadier had said no. Privately held have recommended againgt the brigedier waiving timein grade
requirements and battalion quotas to promote the two privates, but he admired their spunk. The idea of
one Marine taking on forty men gppealed to his sense of pride in the Corps. He had done something just
like that when he was ayoung PFC.

"Fred," Brigadier Sturgeon had told him when held asked him to handle the temporary reassgnment of
Dean and Claypoole, "officers are the brains of the Corps, but you give me ajunior enlisted man who can



think for himsalf and I'll trade him for any three ensgns, and that includes mewhen | wasone!" After that
the sergeant mgor knew the pair weren't going back to their company anytime soon.

Claypoole had thought it strange Dean didn't jJump into it with him in the sergeant mgjor's office, but he
forgot about it asthey launched into the details of shifting their workstations to police headquarters. Just
as the sergeant mgjor had said, though, they were assigned Commander Petersslandcar astheir own
transportation, and asthey droveit uptown that first day, Claypoole rattled on and on that it was agreat
break for them since he fully expected, working for civilians, they'd get what no other Marine on the
deployment would see until they got back to Thorsfinni's World—time off.

"Man, well seethe sghts!" Claypoole nudged Dean beside him as he guided the car through the
late-morning traffic. Dean grunted noncommittaly. "Hey, are you sure you ain't picked up afever or
something?' Claypoole asked. He turned to look at Dean, who just sat there staring ahead. "Nope. No,"
Dean answered. "'I'm okay."

"Well, well seethe sights" Claypoole continued. "Y ou know, Dean-o, these little brown girlshere are,
wdll, I don't know, more friendly than those big breasted blondes back on Thorsfinni's World. We are
gonnaget laid, partner!”

"Wouldn't you rather be back with the platoon?' Dean asked listlesdly.

"Yeah!" Claypoole answered quickly. "Sure. But hell, Dean-o, we're here, my man, and we ain't going
anywhere but here, so we may aswdll settle down and make the most of it. Besides, so far on this
deployment, we've seen more action, you and me, than any other Marine. We don't have to back up to
the pay tablel"

Matters came to a head the next day. Dean had taken the landcar to fetch more computer equipment
from the office at the port while Claypoole worked in their new office, setting things up. A trip that should
have taken him forty-five minutes took him three hours. When hefindly returned, Claypoole accosted
him.

"Where the hell you been?" he shouted.

"Huh? Rachman, | just stopped off for alittle while. Calm down, will you?"

Claypoolelooked closaly at hisfriend. His uniform was rumpled and dirty, and he had an expression
about hisface, an air about him as of aman who had just done something—secretive.

"Y ou been seein' that girl," Claypoole shouted, dapping hisforehead. "1 shouldaknown. She'sthe
reason you've been wool-gathering since we came back from Morgenluft.”

"Her nameis Hway, Rachman,”" Dean said, hisface coloring.

Claypoole began to fed histemper dipping too. "Dean-0, snap out of it. I'm depending on you. We
not only work together, we gotta cover each other's assestoo. | don't want to depend on some gigolo
with his mind on pussy when he should be thinking about watching my back. What would've happened to
usat Juanita'sif your mind had been on pussy when the sniper fired at you? What would've happened to
the brigadier and the rest of usif you'd been swapping spit out there on that ridge the other night? Jesu,
Dean, and you ain't even fucked that girl yet!"

Dean's face went white. "Goddamn you, Claypoole!” he shouted. "Y ou ever, ever say anything about
my girl likethat again, and I'll... I'll..." He turned away quickly and smacked afist into hispam.

Claypoole stepped over to where Dean was standing, grabbed him by the shoulder, and spun him
around. "Now, you listen to me, you goddamned boot. No, shut the fuck up and listen! Y ou'reaMarine,
you're on acombat deployment, and you got your duty to do, and you will do it. Dean. Besides, what
areyou going to do?' Claypool€e's voice dripped with sarcasm. "Marry the bitch? Y ou can't! It'sagainst



regulations. Quit the Corps? Fine. Y ou just gotta get her to wait seven more fucking years and shell be
al yours™”

Dean sood rigidly, staring at Claypoole, his own eyes bulging.

"Y ou snap out of this. Dean, or | an't workin' with you no more. I mean it!" He paused to catch his
breath. "Y ou poor, dumb shit,”" he continued, calmer now. "All you can doisjust fuck that cunt and
forgetit.”

Dean'sfist landed squarely in the middle of Claypoole's mouth and the two went down in athrashing
tangle of arams and legs and rolled on the floor. Lieutenant Congtantine, who'd been sitting in his cubicle
nearby and had heard everything, stepped through the door, abored expression on hisface. When he
separated them, he needed to use a stun stick to get their attention.

Claypoole had been wrong about the intimacy between Dean and Hway.

Dean followed Hway's directions to her granduncl€s farm carefully. That the place was dmost on the
way to the port facility madeit eeser for him to justify the digression to himself. The sde trip would only
take afew minutes, it wasn't like going AWOL, and nobody would know because held programmed the
detour as"officia police business." Chief Long had told him and Claypoole that they'd be doing alot of
traveling around the city and its environs as hisintelligence aides, and Dean thought of thislittlevist asa
"test run.” That held filed afase report, a court-martia offense, bothered him, but in his own mind the
prize was worth the risk. He comforted himself with the thought that since Brigadier Sturgeon liked him, if
he was found out, the punishment wouldn't be that severe.

Hway's granduncle's farm proved in fact to be fifteen kilometers beyond the port, and the road was
tricky to drive. And Dean got lost twice. He did not dare call for help using the onboard communications
system since he knew the transmission would be monitored. When hefindly saw thelong, tree-lined,
winding drive leading up to the cluster of one-story stucco buildings on the crest of aridge that Hway had
described, he knew he'd found the place at last. His pulse beat quicker at the thought of seeing her again.

Hway's granduncle was a sturdy man of about seventy, with afirm handshake and afriendly smile.
"Welcometo my home, Mr. Dean," he said. " After what you have done for Hway, consider this place
your home too for aslong as you are on Wanderjahr."

Emil Keutgens, Hway's grandmother's younger brother, wanted to hear al the details of Dean's recent
adventure, so the young Marine was forced to st with him, hiswife Helga, and Hway ashetried to retdl
the story as quickly as possiblein order to get sometime aone with Hway. Emil'swife, a pudgy blonde
with a perpetua smile, who kept nodding while Dean talked, occasiondly interrupted the narrative by
asking if hewould like something to eat. Each time. Dean politdly refused, until he redized he was hurting
the woman's fedings, after which he relented and a huge snack wasimmediately produced. Not at dl
hungry. Dean forced himself to eat a sampling of cakes and sandwiches which under any other
circumstances he'd have found ddlicious. But now they filled his mouth like old newspapers.

"Uncle" Hway said at last, "maybe | could show Joe your tomato crop?'

"Ah," the old man responded with a deprecating wave of his hand, "what warrior would be interested
in tomatoes, eh, Lance Corpora Dean?

"Oh, no, sir," Dean replied at once, swallowing a half-chewed mouthful of cake, "I've never seen
tomatoes before, Sir. Sure, 1'd be interested.” Dean smiled so widely the old farmer thought at first his
young guest might not be completely right in the head. But hiswife had seen the furtive glances between
the Marine and her niece, and she knew the young couple wanted to be done.

"Emil," shesaid, "let them walk abit." It was an order. Emil shrugged, asif to say. In the house you are
the boss.



"I don't have much time, Hway," Dean said once they were outside. "I've got to go to the port and
pick up some office equipment and then take it downtown, but | just couldn't come this close without
dropping by to seeyou.”

Hway frowned. "Joe, isit al right for you to be here?’

"Sure," Dean answered quickly, and Hway knew it was not al right.

"Joe," shetook hishand in hers, "I don't want you to get into trouble over me."
"I wont, | won't," he assured her quickly, "L et's see those tomatoes.”

The tomato fieds, which were near ripening, stretched for nearly akilometer in dl directions around
the farmhouse. Supported on frames, the plants stood more than ameter high, and the red fruits hung
down from the stems like balls bigger than aman's fist. Each plant seemed to support a dozen or more of
them. After walking afew meters down one of the rows, they lost sight of the farmhouse completely.

Dean pulled Hway close to him and they embraced; they kissed; they melted into each other. The next
thing Dean knew, they were knedling between the rows of plants, his equipment belt hanging from a
nearby tomato frame. Dean had not had sex with awoman since before the deployment to Elneal, and
that waswith one of Big Barb'sgirls back in Bronnys, on Thorsfinni's World, nothing like the passion that
gripped him now. When Hway reached out to guide himin, helogt it ingtantly. " Sorry, sorry!™ he gasped.
He sat down, hislegs entwined with Hway's, and tried to catch his breath. Hway's chest heaved too and
her face was flushed. "My grest big Joe," she whispered. After awhilethey did it theright way.

They lay in the dust between the rows of tomatoes, chests heaving.

"Firgt time?' Dean asked. HE never had avirgin before, so he had no ideawhat sex would be like
with one.

"No," Hway answered nonchdantly, brushing astrand of hair away from her face. Joe was ingtantly
disappointed to know he was not thefirst man in her life. He amost wanted to demand to know who the
man was, but as quickly realized he couldn't ask aquestion like that. "How about you?' she asked.

"Uh, no, no." Dean redized then how foolish he was to be disappointed that Hway had been with
someone before him.

Asif she sensed what was going through his mind, Hway laughed. "Who wasit?" she asked bluntly.

Agtonished that shewould ask. Dean fdtered. "Um, acouple of girls| knew back home. Nothing
serious.” Hewas not about to tell her of the whore back on Thorsfinni's World. "And you?"

"Oh, just alocal boy. A very pleasant boy, Joe, but nothing like you." She patted Joe's extended leg.
"He's dead now," she added matter-of-factly, and Dean felt relief, then was ashamed of himsdlf for it.
After afew moments she said, " Joe, wed better be getting back. Won't they missyou at your office?!

Dean was putting his equipment back on. "Huh? Oh, yeah, let me help you up.” Awkwardly, they got
to their feet and rearranged their clothes. They stood facing each other, she with awayward strand of
black hair hanging down in front of her face, asmdl rivulet of perspiration working itsway dowly down
one sdeof her jaw. Impulsively, Dean grabbed her again and pressed his body hard againgt hers. He
could fed his pulse begting rapidly again. He covered her mouth with his own. She moaned and returned
the kiss but then pushed him away.

"Joe, | don't want you getting into trouble over me."

"Dont worry about it," hetold her, brushing dust off his utilities and straightening his belt. He glanced
a hiswatch. He should have been back at the Stadtpolizel headquarters an hour ago.

"Joe, before you leave, have one of these." Hway offered him amedium-size tomato she'd plucked
from aplant. "Maybeitll cool you down." Shelaughed. It was warm from the sun and felt heavy in Joe's



hand.
"How do you est these things?' Dean asked, turning the tomato curioudy in his hands.
"Biteinto it through the skin. Be careful! They'rejuicy!"

Dean bit into the red orb. Instantly, his mouth wasfilled with the rich pulp and itstangy juice. He took
another bite and then another. It was the most wonderful natura vegetable held ever eaten. Hway
laughed as she watched him consume the whole tomato in only four bites. He leaned awkwardly forward,
30 thejuice wouldn't get on hisuniform. '

"They're grown using a method devel oped by the famous agronomist Dawid Canfil. He could take
ordinary fruits and vegetables, Joe, and turn them into miracles. Take some back for your friend,
Clayton," Hway said, and she picked three more. "One thing, Joe, they're very rich and they can go right
through you until you get used to them." Dean had no ideawhat she meant but didn't want to show his
ignorance by asking. They walked back to the farmhouse, Hway carrying the tomatoesin her dress and
Dean trying to look unruffled, asif they'd just spent the last few minutes talking casudly about the crops.
Sdf-conscioudy he worked at brushing the dust off hisuniform.

Uncle Emil did not seem to notice the smudges and dust spots on his niece's clothing. Helganoted the
signs but said nothing, only nodded at her niece. Dean took hisleave of the old people palitely, promising
to return soon. Carrying the freshly picked tomatoesin asack, he climbed reluctantly into hislandcar
and, waving to Hway, who stood demurely between her grandaunt and uncle, he drove back down to
the main highway.

All theway back to Staditpolizel headquarters Dean whistled and sang. He couldn't wait to tell
Claypoole about his afternoon and share the tomatoes with him. But Claypoole threw cold water over

everything.

After hed determined that it was Dean who'd started the fight, Chief Long dismissed Claypoole and
told Dean to St down. He asked for an explanation, and Dean told him everything.

Chief Long scratched behind hisear and let out his breath. ™Y ou screw up like this one moretime,
laddie, and I'm sending you back to Brigadier Sturgeon. Y ou know what that would mean? It would
mean you'd spend the rest of your enlistment at the depot on Thorsfinni's World, kicking boxes and

counting energy packs."

Dean squirmed in his seat. He knew what the chief wastelling him wastrue. Oh, Brigadier Sturgeon
liked him, had even promoted him, but AWOL was a court martia offense, and so was misuse of
Confederation property, which hed aso done when he used the landcar for personal business without
permission. What he'd done that afternoon was alot more serious than the joyride he and Claypoole had
taken the time they went to Juanita's, and Dean knew it. "I know, Sir," Dean answered.

Chief Long regarded the young Marine for amoment. "Maybe you think working for meisasnap,
lad? Maybe you think because I'm a policeman I'm alot easier to tolerate than your FIST sergeant
magor?'

"No, sr!" Dean answered quickly. "It'sjust that | had the chance to go see her and..." He paused and
thought for amoment. "Yes, | thought I could get away withiit, gir. | didn't think you'd find out, and you
wouldn't haveif Claypoole and | hadn't gotten into it out there. But, Sir, | never thought working for you
would be any kind of picnic."

"I knew whereyou were dl thetime, lad." Chief Long sighed. "All our police vehicles are tracked
whenever they're on the road. Commissioner Landser knows Emil Keutgenswell. He practicaly lives at
the tomato farm.”



Dean's mouth fell open at the news. "Sir, then why didn't you—"

"l was going to talk to you about it at some point, but then you and Claypoole started flinging snot at
each other out there. | was going to wait and seeif you'd make the same mistake twice. Will you?"

"No, gr! But, gr, | don't know what to do! | love Hway! | know | do! I've never felt like this about
any girl before. What do you—"

Chief Long held up hishand. "Stop. | will not give you any advice, lad. Y ou've got to work this out for
yoursdlf. I'm sorry. That's another part of growing up. Y ou've proved you're a brave young man. Now
prove you can control yoursdlf, or you'll never make agood cop or agood Marine. What did Hway tell
you to do, by theway?"

"She said she didn't want me to get into trouble over her.”

"Then she'salot smarter than you are, laddie. All right, Dean, I'm going to tell you two things, and you
listen very carefully. One: we have alot of work to do and littletimeto doit in. | need your promise you'l
givedl your waking hours and some of your deeping onesto Lieutenant Congtantine and me. Y ou don't,
you're out. What do you say?"

"l giveyou my promise.”

Chief Long nodded. "Two: we may have alull from timeto time. When wedo, I'll let you take apolice
car and you can visit your girl. Now go, and sin no more. And make up with Claypoole.”

Dean stood up and gave Chief Long asmart hand salute.

But making up with Claypoole was not thet easy.

By the time Dean returned to their work space, the swelling above hisright eye was both very
noticeable and painful, and Claypool€e's lip was swollen. Severad times Dean was about to strike up a
conversation with Claypoole but hesitated. Problem was, Dean redlized Claypoole had been right, and he
felt stupid about starting the fight, but it was hard for him to admit it. So they spent the rest of the day
working at their stations, communicating only in monosyllables and avoiding each other's eyes.

Since neither was scheduled for duty at FIST HQ that night, they went straight to their quarters before
curious Marines could ask them where they'd collected their recent wounds. They were still not speaking
when it cametimefor lights out. Dean lay in hisrack for along time, staring up at the darkness. He
tossed first to one Side, then the other.

"Rachman," hesaid a lagt. "Areyou adegp?”
"Not now," Claypoolereplied sarcagticaly.
"Well, youumwere um, rightumbouta lthat."
"What?"

"I'm sorry! Y ou wereright to chew my assout! | waswrong to swing at you. I'm afucking idiot. Jeez,
Rachman, | am sorry, | redly am.”

"Light!" Claypoole said. Hisreading light came on. He swung hisfeet over the sde of hisrack. "Well, |
shouldn't have talked about your girl that way. I'm sorry too." He got up, opened the cooler, and took
out two one-liter bottles of Reindeer beer, passing one to Dean. He then retrieved two of his precious
cigars and gave one to Dean. They sucked on the beers and lit up. "What am | going to do, Rachman?"
Dean asked. Anguish was clear in hisvoice and on hisface.

"Y ou've got to do your duty, Dean-o0. Aslong as you wear that uniform, you're aMarine, and that'sit.
Listen, I've seen plenty of other guystake the big fall because of agirl." Actudly, he hadn't, but hed



heard about such things from older Marines. "And | don't want to see that happen to you."
"I wish weld never been sent up here by the Old Man.”

"Y eah. But we're here just the same. Besides, Commander Peterswas one hell of an officer, and this
old cop ain't half bad, ishe? And on top of al that, you got us promoted.” He gestured at the new lance
corpora's chevrons on the utilities hanging on thewall. "1t was you got us promoted, Dean-o, dl | did
wasfollow aong to cover your ass."

Dean laughed. Hewas dready fedling better. It wasn't dl due to the beer and the tobacco either. "Ah!
| got something here for you!" he said, remembering the tomatoes held brought back from thefarm. He
handed one to Claypoole.

"I heard of these," Claypoole said, examining the fruit. "They're supposed to be good. Never ae one.”
"Careful, they'refull of juice" Dean warned.

"Gawdamn!" Claypoole exclaimed as he hit into the tomato. The juice ran down his chin and dripped
onto the floor. He ae the entire tomato, including the stem, in several huge bites. Finished, he wiped his
mouth with his undershirt. Dean ae one, then Claypoole finished off the third and belched contentedly.

Dean stepped across the narrow space that separated their bunks and stuck his hand out. "We watch
each other's back from now on, Rachman.”

Claypoole stood up. "Right! Like we've dways done. Like Marinesdo it!" They shook.

Later, just before drifting off to deep. Dean was snapped back into full consciousness by aroar from
Claypool€e's bunk.

"Ah, ah! Damn! Damn!" Claypoole shouted. "That fuckin' tomato!" he screamed.
"Whaa...? Omigod, what's that smell!" Dean sat bolt upright in hisrack.

"I went to fart and, and—Ilookit my rack! Oh, gawdamn sumbitch!" Cursing and dragging his
bedsheets adong behind him, Claypoole stumbled into the head.

Dean laughed so hard the tears streamed down hisface. It wasn't so much that what had happened to
Claypoole was so funny—it was—as that everything was now back to normal between them, and the
relief Dean felt was enormous. He would work their situation out with Hway somehow. "Omigod!” Dean
gasped after amoment, then rushed after Claypoole into the head. Alas, he wastoo late.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

"Commander!" Lieutenant Pincote burst into Hing's temporary command post. Lessthan ten
kilometersfrom the 257th Feldpolizel GSB, the side tunnel was part of an abandoned mine complex
where two raiding companies of the Che Loi Brigade werein hiding.

Hing looked up from the computer. Hed been feeding variables to the situation map, testing the plans
his staff had developed for araid on the Feldpolizel headquarters while the Marines were taking the bulk
of the force out on patrols. He signed for her to speak.

Pincote grinned and light glinted off the sharp points of her teeth. "The oligarch'slackeys have gone on
patrols," she announced breathlesdy. "Two companies of them, the same as before.” She stood erect and
swelled her chest. "They have gone without their Confederation Marines.”

A smdl part of Hing'smind idly considered how impressive Pincote's chest was when she stood that
way. But only asmall part. Most of his mind was occupied with the implications of what she said. "How
good isyour information?" If the Feldpolizei were patrolling without the Marines, he could quickly have
the brigade in position to do them seriousinjury.



Pincote looked like she wanted to laugh, but she didn't. "I didn't believe the information, so | went to
seefor mysdf. It'strue. Arschmann's lackeys are patrolling in platoon strength. | saw no Marineswith
them." By the time she finished saying this, she was no longer standing with the impressive chest, she had
leaned forward with her fists planted on Hing's desk. A manic light shonein her eyes. "If we move soon
enough, we can ambush one platoon beforeit settlesin for the night, then strike at another one when it
leavesits bivouac in the morning." Shethrew her head back and stared into that never-never where
people look when imagining great possibilities. "We can easlly kill two platoons and take their wespons.
Then every fighter with us can have ablaster, and there will be more to take back to our base." She
lowered her head and focused on Hing's eyes. "The lackeys are moving in the formations the offworlders
have been teaching them. Think what it will do to their morale, and to their confidence in the Marines,
when two of their platoons are wiped out while doing what they have been taught!"

The sequence of ambushes, the capturing of weapons, and the effect on the Feldpolizel were exactly
what Hing had been thinking. Still...

"How certain are you the Marines aren't with them?'

"l watched for along time. | followed one platoon for two kilometers. | saw no sign of the Marines.
Then | went to the headquartersto see for mysdlf that they have no aircraft, none of the hoppersthe
Marines use, or the so-caled Raptors. The only aircraft there were the base commander's hopper and a
gmdl, civilian cargo carrier.”

Hing thought for no more than three seconds, then jumped to hisfeet, shouting orders as he went.

Lance Corpora Hammer Schultz didn't fed naked the second time he went out on a patrol with the
FPs, yet he was even less comfortable and confident than the first time. He didn't have to fed naked this
time, because he was wearing his chameleons, the proper Marine uniform for combat. He should have
felt more confident, because this time the FPs weren't bumping into each other or wandering off or
tripping over things ablind man could seein the middle of the night—they actually looked asif they had a
fair ideaof how to patrol quietly and dertly. And he should have felt more confident because thistime he
wasn't the only Marine on the patrol. They weren't patrolling by shifts either, they werein platoons.
Corpord; Leach and Doyle were with him. Hell, three Marines should be able to deal with anything that
came up. Especidly if the guerrillas had thirty FPsthey could seeto shoot a instead of spending their fire
trying to hit Marines they couldn't see. Even if the use of chamel eons was not restricted to Confederation
Marines, the Marines didn't have enough to issue them to the Feldpolizel. This patrol was set up asa
doubletrap for the guerrillas. Not only were the Marinesin their chameleons, they weren't directly
running the patrol. When aMarine had to give an order, he gave it to the shift |eader—jplatoon
commander, in Leach's case—who then gave it to the men. Therea object of the patrol wasto seeif the
junior officers and noncommissioned officers of the 257th werelearning anything.

Schultz didn't care about that. Asfar as he was concerned, the FPswere still too incompetent to live.
But it bothered him that he couldn't quit wondering what kind of anima would prey on that cow he saw
thelast time out. When he dwelled on the question too long, his bowel s began to fedl loose, so hetried
not to think about it. But he couldn't help himsdlf.

It was an unusuad way for Schultz to fedl. Hed been on many operations during hisnineyearsin the
Corps, and in more firefights than he could remember. Hislife had been in serious jeopardy many
times—he'd seen so many friends killed, he no longer made friends. There had been severd incidents
when he believed he was quite literally about to die. Y et held never been terrified, and hardly ever more
frightened than could be described as mildly apprehensive. Now he was afraid. Actively afraid with the
kind of fear that dowsaman'sreflexes, blunts his senses, prevents him from thinking clearly and acting
decigvely. That bothered him.



Lance Corpora Schultz needed a good firefight, one that would snap him back to redlity, that would
let him put hisfocus back on the human enemies he expected to face, distract him from the predator hed
probably never encounter. At least he hoped held never encounter it.

Normally Schultz liked to use his own eyes and ears to observe his surroundings, but the last time out
he was so distracted that he didn't see that huge animal until after it moved, even though it had been
standing among trees that weren't dense enough to hideit. Thistime he wasn't taking any chances on not
seeing something so big and obvious just becauseits colors blended into the background. Thistime he
wore hisinfrasin place—if there was anything warm blooded out there, hed seeit right away. So what if
theinfras didn't dlow him to enjoy the beauty of the landscape he moved through? He never wasted
attention on beauty anyway. Anytime aman in ahostile Situation paused to smell the roses, he risked
getting himsdlf killed. Schultz wasn't about to die over aesthetic considerations.

Despite hisinfras, Schultz was till distracted enough looking for large red spotsin hisfield of vison
that he wasn't thefirst to see the man-size spots.

"Look aert." Leach'svoice came over the platoon command circuit. "We've got company up ahead
ontheright."

Schultz got his atention under control. Sure enough, a stippled line of red began seventy-five meters
ahead. He knew that the stippled red line was men lying in ambush in adefilade position. He didn't do it
now, but he knew that later he would severdly cagtigate himsdlf for not spotting the ambush firs—his shift
wasin thelead of the platoon; Leach was behind him and till saw something ahead of them before he
did.

"Platoon, stop,” Leach said.

"Hold them up,” Schultz softly told Acting Assstant Shift Sergeant Kharim, who waswaking afew
meters avay. The FP leaders didn't have any of the command frequencies on their radios, the Marines
reserved those for communications among themsdlves.

"Shift, hdt," Kharim ordered in alow voice.
The troopers stopped where they were and lowered themsalvesinto firing positions.
"Hammer, stay with them," Leach ordered. "Doyle, come with me."

Schultz'sjaw locked. Doyle, come with me! Leach was going to scout the guerrilla positions. That was
ajob Schultz could have done by himsdf, and done very well—he was the best man in the company at
that sort of work. And Leach knew it! Leach should have sent him to scout the ambush. Instead he did it
himself. And took Doyle, the damn company clerk, with him! Schultz was mortified.

Mortified, but professona enough not to let it distract him from what he needed to do now, which was
check the platoon to make sure everyone knew what was going on and what he had to do. Probably
none of the guerrillas had infras, so Schultz figured he could walk upright without being seen. But maybe
one or more of them did. Even if none of them did, if they decided to open fire on the platoon, even
though it had hated outside the ambush's killing zone, astray round could hit an invisible man aseasly as
avishbleone. So Schultz crawled to Kharim to tell him what was happening, then began crawling to the
second shift leader to tell him. Leach should have told the FP officer, but might not have, Schultz thought,
s0 hetold him aswell.

Leach got back just as Schultz finished briefing the platoon's leeders and called for them to join him
and Doyle.

"Theresaguerrillacompany up ahead waiting for us" Leach told them. "They've got us outnumbered
two to one. | got close enough to hear some of them wondering why we stopped. We don't have much
time. Hereés what we're going to do..."



Lieutenant Sokum Pincote's company lay in concedled positionsin ashallow depression that marked
an ancient waterway. She knew they were well-hidden because she'd gone out herself to see how close
she had to get to them before she could see the ambush. It was amatter of meters. Thefirst time, she
was dmost within knife range before she saw the closest fighter. Then shedid it again from adifferent
direction, and ddliberately stepped on the fighter she gpproached to show him how close she had to be
to see him. Three more times she walked toward her company's position from different directions. No
matter that she knew where the company was, each time she had to get very close before she could spot
any of her fighters. Satisfied, shetook her own positionintheline.

Their intelligence was good: they didn't have to wait long before a Feldpolizel platoon came toward
them. Pincote wanted to laugh out loud at the ludicrous sight. The Feldpolizel were wearing camouflage
uniformsin aforest pattern; mottled bands of green, ochre, and black. They tried to make themselves
look like miniature sections of forest! But it didn't work, it couldn't make them look like the woods.
Certainly not the tiff way they moved. True, they were keeping good intervals and were less awkward
than on their firgt patrols. It was aso true that they kept watching the woods around them instead of
keeping their eyesto the front asthey had formerly done. But they did it all so gracelesdly. It was obvious
they were unaccustomed to that manner of movement, and uncomfortable with it. Wiping them out was
going to be easy.

Suddenly, with the lead shift only seventy-five meters away, the lackeys stopped, with no apparent
reason for doing s0. No one she saw had given any danger signd to indicate they'd spotted her ambush.
The lackeys|owered themsdvesinto defensive positions very casudly, asthough they weretaking arest.
Why did they haveto pick that particular place and timeto rest? Or were they resting? None that she
could seelaid down his head to nap, none broke out field rations. As casual asthey were about it, al of
them seemed to be dert.

What was that? She thought she saw aflicker of movement out of the corner of her eye, but when she
looked, she saw nothing but what she expected to see—trees, scattered underbrush, and aert, resting
men.

She shook her head to clear it. Maybe she was too tense, too excited about therich prize that had
stopped just short of her ambush'skilling zone. She took a deep breath, held it for afew seconds, and let
it out dowly. Did it again. After thethird breath shefelt calm, dmost the way she felt when shewas
lapping the blood her pointed teeth drew from the shoulder of one of her infrequent lovers. She showed
those pointed teeth in atight grin as she thought of how so few men were unafraid to be her lover.

She shook her head to clear it. It wasn't the time to think about men's cowardice when faced with a
strong woman; there were Feldpolize to kill, blastersto take.

There was another flicker of movement at the periphery of her vision, but she saw nothing when she
looked that way. What was happening to her? Sheld never experienced this before, not even on any of
the occasions when sheld been more excited or tense than she thought she was now. She shook her
head. What could be wrong? Then she stopped thinking about the wrongness she felt within her and paid
attention to something concrete she saw that seemed wrong.

Three of the lackeys roseto their feet and moved back, amost out of her view. They hadn't moved to
any sgnal she saw or heard. They assembled and kndlt in asemicircle, looked the way her own officers
did when they knelt in front of her to receive new instructions on a patrol or operation and watched her
draw amap in the dirt. But no onewas at the center of the semicircle. Something very strange was going
on, but she couldn't image what it was.

Then the three Feldpolize returned to their positions and spoke to the waiting lackeys. Then they all
rose into crouches and began returning the way they had come. Why were they going away? They were



supposed to continue the way they had been going, they were supposed to walk into her ambush!

"Chan, Godenov, up," Corpora Ratliff said into hisradio. Even though none of the FPs had the
command frequency on hisradio, Ratliff wanted to talk to his Marines face-to-face and not take the
chance that anyone unknown might be listening in somewhere.

Chan and Godenov used their infrasto find the fire-team leader and joined him.

"Chief's platoon dmost waked into a company-size ambush about two klicks south of here," Ratliff
said in alow voice as soon as they reached him. "Wang wants to catch the guerrillas. He thinks we don't
have time to get our pretty boysin place to do the job. We're going to force-march them to haf aklick
from the guerrillas and put them in position as a blocking force, then well meet Wang and the rest of the
sguad.” He paused to think of how to passthe word to the FPs. He knew they wouldn't like it if they
knew what the Marineswere thinking. "Tdl your shift sergeantsfirst platoon's chasing some bad guys and
we're ablocking force to catch them. When we put them in place, tell them we're going ahead to scout
the stuation. They don't need to know what were going to do. Understand?’

"Understood," Chan said.

Godenov didn't reply immediately; he didn't quite get it. Why would they put the platoon in ablocking
position and tell them they were ablocking forceif they weren't ablocking force?

"If the guerrillasrun their way," Ratliff explained, "the platoon can do some damage to them. But if we
do thisright, the guerrillaswon't get away. If we take the platoon with us, well, they just aren't good
enough to get in close and catch the guerrillas by surprise. We don't want to hurt their fedlings by telling
them that. Now do you understand?'

Godenov flinched when Ratliff said the FPsweren't "good enough.” He'd heard the play on hisname
directed at himself too many times. But he understood. He wondered if the FPsweren't "good enough”
because Godenov wasn't "good enough” to train them right.

"Let'sgo. Weve got to move fast or the guerrillas will leave before we get there." All three sped back
to their counterpartsin the platoon to tell them as much as they needed to know about what they were
going to do. Somefour kilometersto the south of them. Corporal Dornhofer was giving smilar ordersto
Van Impeand Macllargie.

Haste was essentid to catch the guerrillas, and the Marines wanted to run. But if one group of
guerrillas was in ambush in the area, there might well be another group. They went asfast asthey could
while using infrasto help spot danger. The fire team leaders dso used their heads-up displays, which
showed where they were and where L each and hisfire team waited. It took more than fifteen minutes for
the entire squad to assemble.

"Heresthe dtuation,” Sergeant Wang Hyakowa said as soon asthey were dl present. He transmitted
the situation map display he had constructed from Leach's report, and the little bit the string-of -pearls
surveillance satellites were able to tell him, to hisfire team leaders. " Chief put three FPsin place to keep
an eye on the guerrillas. They haven't reported movement, so | think we can assume the ambush is il
there”

Schultz snorted softly at the mention of the FPs being trusted to keep an eye on the ambush.
Macllargierolled his eyes and grinned. No one el se showed any reaction.

"My best guess," Hyakowa continued, ignoring Schultz and Macllargie, "isthey don't haveinfras, so
they don't have any ideawe're here. Where did you place your platoons?’

Ratliff and Dornhofer gave him the coordinates, which he plugged into his situation map. The four



NCOs studied the updated map for amoment, then Hyakowa began talking again.

"Firgt platoon'sin the best position for ablocking force," he said, "and we'd be most effective if we
rolled up their flank, which would chase the survivors their way. But wed haveto go al the way around
the ambush to do that. We may not have thetimeto go all theway around.” He knew that if hewasin
command of that ambush, he'd probably have moved it dready. "I think our best bet isto get on line and
hit them from their rear. Comments?’

None of the fire team leaders had a better suggestion.
"Let'sdoit."
Theten Marines silently sped to get on aline fifty meters behind the guerrillaambush site.

The more Lieutenant Pincote thought about the way the oligarch's lackeys stopped just outside her
ambush and then pulled back, the more it bothered her. She wondered if their scouts had spotted the
ambush. But that didn't seem possible; the clumsy Feldpolizel just couldn't move well enough that none of
her fighters could see them. She didn't believe that even the Confederation Marines could move that well
in theforest; there smply wasn't enough foliage to conced awalking man that well—and no one could
crawl well enough or long enough to be a scout for apatrol. A vagrant thought tickled the back of her
mind; somewhere she'd heard that the Confederation Marines could turn themsalvesinvisible. No, she
hadn't believed it when shefirst heard it, she wasn't going to believe it now.

She looked dl around and saw no people but her own fighters, the very few she could spot from her
position. No one was standing or walking. Maybe she should send out scouts of her own to see where
the lackeys went to? The lackeys couldn't possibly be aert enough to spot her scouts before they were
seen themselves. No, no scouts. Something felt very wrong; she wouldn't risk scouts following the
Feldpoliza.

What was that? She was facing to her rear, searching for movement, when again something seemed to
move & the periphery of her vision. Again, nothing was there. She shook her head sharply. That wasthe
third time she'd thought she'd seen something that wasn't there. Something was very, very wrong.
Perturbed, she carefully studied the areaagain.

Chan froze when one of the guerrillas |ooked directly a him. If he moved, the shift of patterns created
by his uniform would probably give him away. Even someone who didn't know what to look for could
spot afully chameleoned man by accident, if they werelooking in the right place when the concealed man
moved. And this guerrillawas|ooking very intently in hisdirection. Had he seen him? Chan didn't think
30, but the guerrillahad seen something that made him look closer.

Nervous swegt beaded on Chan's brow and trickled down hisribs as he stood motionless, watching
asthe guerrillapeered toward him, eyes probing dl around his position. He didn't want to take his eyes
off the man, he wanted to know immediately when the guerrillalooked away, or ingantly if he amed his
blaster toward him. But he had to have an awareness of the whole Situation so he wouldn't be caught by
surprise by one of the others. He forced himself to flick his eyestoward the other guerrillas he could see.
A few metersto the Sde of the onewatching him, abearded guerrillawas staring intently in the direction
the FPsfirst platoon had gone. Beyond him another guerrilla, not bearded but unshaven, was dso
looking in that direction. Chan was shifting his vison to the other sde when an anomaly struck him and he
looked back at the one who seemed to be seeking him. That guerrillawas totaly beardless.

It was odd for aguerrillato shavein thefield. He looked to the next oneto the right and saw a heavy
mustache—and afive o'clock shadow. Every guerrillahe could see was bearded or unshaven—except
for the one who was looking toward him. He lowered his gaze to the chest of that guerrilla. It had a



distinct bulge, but it wasn't in the right place for powerful chest muscles. His gaze went lower. The curve
of the hipswas wrong, and the crotch of the pants was too tight for an active man.

Buddha's blue balldl It was awoman!

In four operations, Chan had never faced awoman in combat. Hed heard of women fighting to
protect their children or homes, and hed even heard of women fighting as members of guerrillabands.
But he'd never encountered it. Women were to be protected and cared for, this he knew and felt deeply.
Now he was in asituation where he would have to fight awoman, and to kill her—or risk being killed by
her?

His knees weakened. Thiswaswrong. He swallowed to loosen his suddenly constricted throat.

Lieutenant Pincote shook her head, about to give up her search. Sheld amost decided she needed to
see adoctor about her eyes when she digtinctly saw something. Startled, she dmost gaped at it, but
caught hersalf quickly enough to keep her gaze roaming.

Centuries ago some philosopher, she couldn't remember who, said that if you eiminate everything
impossible, whatever was | eft, no matter how improbable, had to be the truth. Asimprobable asit
seemed, if she had spotted an invisible man, then an invisble man was there, and she didn't want to stare
at him and et him know he'd been spotted. While her head moved and her eyes shifted, she kept
examining what she saw out of the corner of her eye. Y es, what she saw remained there. Therewasa
tree forty meters away. Part of itstrunk was missng—an irregular line along one side of it was mottled
with the browns and greens of the ground and undergrowth as though it was occluded by a man partly
blocking it—aman concealed with the pattern of the surrounding ground and underbrush. It was
impossibleto her that the Feldpolizei could turn themsdvesinvisible. Improbable asit was, the only thing
possible—given that an invisble man stood before her—was that Confederation Marines did have away
to make themsdavesinvisble. And the Marines were gpproaching her ambush from the rear!

Chan watched the woman with growing horror. He was certain she knew he was there. He didn't want
to kill awoman; if he had to fight awoman, held rather take her prisoner. Boys don't hit girlswas
something he'd been taught since earliest childhood. If he shot the woman, held be hitting her the hardest
possible way. But she was directly in his path, she was armed with ablaster herself, and he thought she
knew exactly where hewas. If he didn't shoot her, sheld shoot him. He'd been more frightened at timesin
the couple of dozen firefights hed been in on hisfour previous campaigns, but never more horrified at the
prospect of afight than he was now—he was almost paralyzed by it.

So nearly paradyzed that he dmost didn't react when the woman twisted to the side and into a prone
position with her blaster pointed straight at him. He amost didn't hear her cry out awarning to the other
guerrillas. Almogt, but dmaost wasn't enough to kill him. He flung himsdlf to the sdeintimeto avoid
anything more than asingeing. Hisblaster was at his shoulder when he landed on hisbelly, and he rapidly
depressed the firing lever twice. His combat reflexes took over—she was no longer awoman, shewas
the enemy. Chan'sfirgt bolt hit the ground two metersin front of her. He couldn't tell whether the second
was agrazing hit or part of the firebal created when the bolt that struck the ground next to her was
deflected onto her. The woman was out of the fight, but Chan didn't have time to bresthe asigh of rdlief.
Heturned his atention to another guerrillaand incinerated the man.

While Chan was frozen, trying to avoid giving himsalf away to Lieutenant Pincote, the rest of the squad
continued to creep forward.

When they were twenty-five meters from the ambush line, Hyakowa said one soft word into the
command circuit of hiscomm unit: "Pogtions™ Hisinfrashield was down so he could see hismen. He
quickly glanced to his Sdesto assure himsalf his Marines were lowering themsdvesto the ground. All but



one, who was nearly ten meters behind the line. From the position of the red pillar, he guessed it was
Chan. He could think of only one reason a man as experienced as Chan would have frozen instead of
moving forward with the rest of the squad. He looked toward the ambush and, yes! One of the guerrillas
was looking to the rear. If Chan had been spotted, there was no time to waste.

"Pick your targets," Hyakowa murmured into his mike. He paused for abesat to give hismen timeto
takeam, then sad, "Fire!" just asthe guerrillalooking toward Chan twisted around and shot at him while
screaming out asurprisingly high-pitched warning.

The peaceful stillness of the afternoon was shattered by the ozone cracks of the Marines blasters and
the screams of the injured and dying. The Marines were spread out more than the ambushers, and
covered two-thirds of the length of the ambush. Not only were their targets more concentrated than the
guerrillas, the guerrillas couldn't see who they were shooting at—or who was shooting at them. In five
seconds more than haf of the ambushers were out of action, dead or too severely wounded to fight. In
thetimeit took the survivors of thefirgt round of fireto redize they were doomed if they didn't run, nearly
al of them in front of the line of Marines had holes blasted through their bodies by plasmabolts. The
lucky ones had the bolts pass al the way through and keep going. Others were more severely muitilated
when the bolts struck the ground after passing through and reflected back, to set their uniforms ablaze
and superhest their bodies so they cooked in their own body fluids.

Nearly twenty guerrillastried to run, some carrying or dragging wounded comrades. Half a dozen of
them were shot down before they got ten meters away.

"Ceasefire, ceasefire!" Hyakowa shouted. "Fire team leaders report,” he ordered as heroseto his
feet. Heraised hisinfras so he could watch the flight of the few survivors.

The entirefirefight, from the time he gave the order to open up to when he called ceasefire, was
barely ten seconds.

"First team, all right," Leach replied a second or so later.
"Second fire team, we're okay," Ratliff reported.
"Third team, fing," Dornhofer said.

Hyakowaignored Schultz's outraged demands that they pursue the survivors, that they could easily
wipethem dl out, until after the fire team leaders finished their reports. Then he said over his comm unit
S0 everybody could hear hisresponse, "Y es, we could easily get dl of them. But well et them go. Think
of how it'sgoing to affect the morae of the rest of the guerrillas when these few get back and tell how we
surprised them, how we killed most of them so fast. They're going to think redl hard about it before they
gointo an areaMarinesarein agan.”

Helooked around at the carnage in the abortive ambush site. "L et's police up those bodies and see if
there's anyone alive who we can maybe keep that way."

As hard as helooked, Chan couldn't find afemale body among the dead.

CHAPTER TWELVE

"Chief Long says before you start your dutiesin hisintelligence unit he wants you to do some patrolling
with the Stadtpolizei, get afed for routine police work and how the Stadtpolizel function,” Lieutenant
Congantine told Dean and Claypoole one morning. "He wants you to ride dl three shifts, and you'll start
today with the evening, or Charlie, shift. Roll cal isat 1400. Y ou're each being assigned to different
gationsin the city for the next few days. Let's see. Claypoole, you're going to the Hidalgo Hills Stationin
Didtrict Four. Dean, you go to, um, Kwangtun Heights Station, in Digtrict Three. Use your own vehicleto
get there. One of you'll haveto pick the other up after you're finished. Report to the station commander
when you arrive and hell introduce you to the shift leader. Think you can handleit?!



"Yessr!" they responded.
"Oh, yeah, go light on the'sr’ business, okay? Call me LT or Pete. | blow things up, remember?'
"What'sthe uniform, LT?" Claypoole asked.

"Utilities. Carry shoulder and side arms. Charlie shift runsfrom 1500 to 0100. Y ou'll est somewherein
town. The copsall know the good places. The shift leader will assgn you to an officer. Remember this:
you have no police powersin thistown. You are strictly observers. Y ou'll do whatever the officersyou
ridewith tell you to do. If they need your assistance, they'll ask for it. Otherwise, keep your eyesand
ears open and ask questions. It'll make the time pass quicker.”

Therall call room at the Hidago Hills Station was amess from the Middle Ages, chairsturned every
which way and computer workstations covered with dust, graffiti, and coffee stains. Notices, including
advertisements for apartments and houses for rent, were pasted and stuck haphazardly to the partitions.
Claypoole was very much aware that he had entered a strange world. One garish, hand-lettered sign
boldly announced an Adam shift party that weekend. A graffito Claypoole couldn't help noticing was a
pencil drawing on a pand by aworkstation of awoman with ahuge, gap-toothed leer on her face and
hugely exaggerated hips and breasts undernesth which someone had scrawled " Shift Leader Gomez's
wife" and atelephone number.

Shift Leader Ernesto Lyies was doing his best to make the Marinefed a home. A big,
broad-shoul dered man with a prominent scomach and flaring mustaches, Lyies spoke with awad of
tobacco stuffed into one corner of his mouth. Occasionaly he went spitooie, and athin stream of tobacco
juice flew with unerring accuracy into atiny cup sitting on the floor to one sde of hisdesk. The Marines
were soon to discover that the men of the Brosigville Stadtpolizel were much addicted to tobacco
products, which pleased Claypoole, an ardent cigar smoker.

"We havefifty officers assgned to thisstation,” Lyies was saying. "We run three shifts, Adam, Baker,
and Charlie. Y ou'll note that we use a phonetic aphabet somewhat different from the one standardized
throughout the Confederation's military forces. Officers are assgned to their shifts on a permanent basis,
S0 thereis no rotation. There are twelve officers on each shift. The remaining fourteen officers are shift
leaders, detectives, and the station commander and hislieutenant.” Claypoole listened attentively. "There
are sx gations herein Brosgville, each one with acomplement of fifty officers. With another fifty at
headquarters, the Brosigville force consists of approximately four hundred sworn officersto serve a
population of 100,000 citizens. That's about one patrol officer for each 250 peoplein the city, not abad
ratio. Our patrol areais approximately four hundred square kilometers, which includes the center city as
well asthe suburbs of Brosigville and the port area. The citizens of Brogigville are generaly pretty
well-behaved. Most of the crimes we investigate are against property, and the crimes againgt personsare
usually assaults, and most of them are domestic in nature. We have few murders or rapes, compared to
the'—spitooie—"figures I've seen on comparabl e cities on other worlds in the Confederation.”

"What about the other towns and citiesin Arschland?'

"Commissioner Landser is—was—a so responsible for the Stadtpolizel operations elsawhere
throughout the country, but he has a specid staff of about a hundred here a headquarters through which
he doesthat. He has subcommissionersin those other municipalities who report directly to him. Of
course, we exchange information with those other forces and assist them whenever we can. And since
wedl train at the same academy and are commanded by the same individud, theoreticaly a police officer
anywherein Arschland could be transferred between jurisdictions. In practice, if you're assigned to
Brosigville or some other town, that's where you stay for your whole career.

"Y ou know how the Feldpolize is organized? We exchange information and cooperate with them, but
their organization istotaly separate from ours.”

"Do you ever operate at cross-purposes with them?”



"Hah!" Lyies snorted. "Hah! Uniforms of orange and blue? Buzzard guts hanging over their shoulders?
Marching around like windup toy soldiers? Lance Corporal Claypoole, the Feldpolizel takes good cops
and turns'em into idiots. Their whole organization is at "cross-purposes with ours." He shook his head.
"Y ou Marines have your work cut out for you with them.”

Lyies appeared to bein his early forties. He was dressed in the standard work uniform of the
Broggville Staditpalizel, gray shirt with black trousers and a blue stripe along the outside seam. Since he
was a supervisor, he was not wearing the standard police equipment belt, but carried alarge sdearm
tucked above hisright hip in ablack leather holster. His badges of rank, three blue chevrons, open side
up, were prominently displayed on each neetly creased deeve of histunic. A sterling slver badge glittered
above hisleft breast pocket. His hair was short, like aMarine's.

"How are you armed?" Claypoole asked.

"Ah, figured you'd get around to that." Lyies rubbed his hands together and began an animated and
enthusiadtic firearmslecture. "We have shoulder-fired projectile wegponsin our armory, but they're
issued only on an as-required basis, and since I've been on the force, more than ten years, we've never
had occasion to issue them. The standard police Sde arm isa select-fire pistol that fires caseless
ammunition. Weissue Remchester 4.7mm, 52.5-grain frangible bullets to reduce overpenetration while
producing maximum damage indde the target. Other ammunition isavailable, of course, but on routine
patrol our patrolmen use only the frangible type. The issue pistal, the Sig-Smock M-229, is manufactured
here on Wanderjahr under license from the parent company. The M-229 uses an ‘iron' sight system, as
you may be aware, and athirty-round barrel mounted magazine. Each patrolman isissued three
thirty-round magazinesfor his piece.”

"Never heard of 'iron aghts,’ Shift Leader,” Claypoole said. In fact he didn't know much about
caseless ammo and projectile weapons, since the Confederation military forces had abandoned that
technology long before he had been bom.

"Wadl," Lyies continued, warming to his subject, "those are just old-fashioned three-dot,
low-light-illuminated sSights. Y ou line'em up, and poof! the target goes down. These are fixed sights
mounted on the weapon and they can't be jostled or knocked out of aignment, and unlike the laser
range-finder devices, the target never knowsit's being aimed at. The thing about caseless-ammo
weapons isthey provide avery stable shooting platform since there are few moving parts. A long time
ago, when they used cartridge cases in projectile wegpons, you had to gect the spent casings. Sincethe
primer and powder for each round in a caseless gun are consumed in firing, the only gection required isa
amall dot for rounds that malfunction. | might add that the propellant Remchester uses leaves hardly any
resdue.

"I'd like to take my own wesgpon out and show you al these features, but only afool diddleswith
firearmsindoors. Anyway, the Remchester ammo has amuzzle velocity of about a kilometer asecond.
On full auto the Sig 229 can fire thirty-seven rounds per second, but to conserve ammo, each pieceis
fitted with arate limiter that permits only three-round bursts. So your first three rounds are amost dways
guaranteed to be on target, if you know how to sight properly. | mean, these babies are so smooth
theresvirtualy no felt recoil and barrdl climb has been totaly eiminated. Vehicles are equipped with ten
extrathirty round magazines, but officers generally don't carry them on their persons unlessthey expect
very serioustrouble.”

Lyies stopped briefly to expectorate and wipe a droplet of tobacco juice from his mustache. "Areyou
familiar with the Brady .70 cdiber automatic shot rifle?"

"No, gr," Claypoole answered, trying to keep atone of resignation out of hisvoice. He appreciated
firearms, but this civilian tuff wasjust not very important to him. He believed that in a pinch he could
outshoot the entire Stadtpolizel organization on Wanderjahr—and he was right—but common courtesy
and duty forced him to remain dert and to pretend interest. Besides, he had to know this Stuff if hewas



going to work with these people.

"Each patrol vehicleisequipped with the Brady .70 cdiber automatic shot rifle. It's potent,” Lyies
continued. Asthe shift leader droned on, Claypoole reflected that as a Marine with one combat
deployment behind him, he'd seen more action and been shot at more times than probably anybody on
the Brosigville police force. "It has five magazine tubes, each with Sx rounds" Lyieswas saying. "Each
round is composed of acasing and an explosive primer that when struck ignites the powder charge. Very
old technology but very effective and rdliable. We decided to use these wespons instead of riflesfiring
caseless ammo 'cause caseless ammo is seldom used here and the extraweight of the casing isnot a
problem, and besides, an officer can dways defend himsdlf with the Brady using it asaclub. Each tubeis
loaded with adifferent kind of projectile, one for shot, one for smoke, another for explosive shells, and
so on. Thetubes rotate around the barrel. Y ou have to be careful which tube the gunis set for. Onthe
range and sometimes on the streets, rookies will select the wrong magazine tube and fire smoke when
they want to fire shot. It's a complicated wegpon, somewhat smilar to the antique shotgun they used to
have along time ago, but it'sthe most versatile and powerful one available to patrol officers without
gpecid issuesfrom our armory. Would you like to fire our wespons someday ?'

"You bet!" Claypoole answered. "Do you use body armor?’

"Yes." Lyiestapped hisown tunic, under which he wore alightweight balistic vest. "These arerated to
stop even dugs from a Brady shot rifle. They're no protection from one of those," he indicated
Claypool€e's blaster, "but we don't encounter anybody armed with plasma weapons on the streets of
Brosgville"" Claypoole did not have to wonder what would happen if they ever did.

"Do | get one of those veststonight?”

"Y ou won't need it. Lance Corpord. See, you gotta understand this. We are not amilitary organization
here. A policemanistrained in the use of restraint, not firepower. Y ou military men encounter the enemy
and you put fire on his ass until he goesaway. A cop, on the other hand, istrained to reduce threats
without the use of deadly force. When he draws hiswegpon, it's an act of last resort and only to protect
hislife or thelife of someone else. That's why we don't use plasmawegpons, although under
Confederation law, as alegitimate police agency, we could probably get them. But firepower is not what
we do best. Another thing, you're more experienced in how to survive afirefight than any of our officers.
Hell, most of them have never even fired their wegponsin anger; you've not only been shot &, you've
killed men with your blaster. But on the other hand, every police officer is on congtant patrol when he's
on duty, walking point his entire shift, but he sometimes has to exercise unbelievable saf-control when
confronted with trouble. Y ou can understand the stress this places on the average cop.”

Claypoole thought about that for amoment. He thought about "walking point” for ten hours aday, day
after day. Y es, he could understand how that could stressaman out. "What kind of crime do you
encounter inyour digrict?"

"All kinds" Lyies answered, "everything from murder to drunk in public. But most of the stuff we
handle is misdemeanor stuff, where an offender might get up to ayear in the city detention facility. There
isorganized crimein thiscity, but we have aunit a headquarters that handles that stuff. Y ou'll no doubt
get into some of that when you go back up there to help out with the intelligence work."

"What about the guerrillas? Y ou know, the bombs downtown and whoever it was who tried to pot my
partner and me out by the port?”

Lyies hestated before he answered that question. "Chief Long is handling that investigation.” He
seemed reluctant to continue, so Claypoole did not press him. He made amental note to discussthe
investigation with Chief Long. All the rage held felt over Maggie's murder suddenly rushed back. He had
not forgotten—would not forget—Chief Long's promiseto let him bein on the capture of the shooter.

"You okay?' Lyies asked, noticing the expression that had come over Claypoole.



"Yes" heanswered, getting control of himself with an effort.
"Any other questions?'
"No, gir, not right now."

"You'll be riding with Officer Fernandez this evening, Lance Corpora Claypoole. He has patrol area
490C, whichisdso hiscall sgn. Come over to the map." They walked over to alarge wall map of
Brosigville. It had been divided up into sectorswith dark black lines, each representing a station didtrict,
gx of them, in different colors. Hidalgo Hillswas Didrict Four, o al the patrol designators began with
the number 4. The patrol areas within each station areawere marked by green lines. The patrol area
designations, 490, 520, 621, and so on, werelabeled in bright blue. "When | say you'reriding in patrol
area490C, that means you're with Charlie shift in this sector here. Lyiesran his hand across a part of
the map bordered on the west by the Teufelfluss River.

"Isthat agood areato patrol ?'

Lyiessmiled. "It'sone of our quieter areas. Thisisaweekday, early evening to around midnight,
nothing much will be happening. If you stay with uslong enough well get you into some of the rougher
neighborhoods. Tonight you may go on some domestic complaints, maybe atraffic accident, possbly
investigate some silent darms.”

Lyies hedtated before continuing, thinking over what he was about to say. "Corpora Claypoole, |
know something about your background. More important, | know what you've done since you've been
on Wanderjahr. Y ou're a brave man and you got the papersto proveit. | don't exaggerate when | say I'd
liketo have aman like you on my shift."

Claypoole wasflattered and just a bit ashamed that only minutes earlier held been making invidious
comparisons between his experience and that of these cops.

Soon the officers of Charlie shift began to drift into theroll call areafrom the locker rooms. They al
carried heavy briefcases and laptop computers. They plopped into the chairs and commenced to banter
among themselves. " Sanchez, you look like you just came out of awhorehouse!”

"Hector," the policeman named Sanchez hollered back, "you smdll likeyou livein one!™
"Hell, Hector was born in one!™ another officer said, laughing.

They al spoke standard Confederation English very well, but with dight accents that sounded Hispanic
to Claypoole. Physicdly, the officerswere dl shorter and much darker than he.

"All right, quiet down, quiet down! Thisisapolice department, not acomedy show."
" 'Police department'? Isthat what it's called?' one officer hollered.
When the room had quieted down. Shift Leader Lyiesintroduced Claypoole.

"The Marines have landed!" someone caled out, and all the officers gpplauded. "Lance Corpord
Claypoole," Lyies accentuated Corpora, "will ride with Patrolman Fernandez.”

Someone yelled out, "Y ou lucky bastard, Lance Corpora!"

Claypoole smiled. He was dready beginning to fed at home; the Staditpolizel reminded him of the
barracks back on Thorsfinni's World.

"Lance Corpora Claypoole was atarget at the shooting at Juanita's some days ago,” Lyies
announced, "and three nights ago he and another Marine took on more than forty bandits downin
Morgenluft." There was alow murmur among the assembled policemen, who had dl heard the story on
the mediaand from police reports. Claypoole bresthed asgh of relief. Juanitaswas not in the Hidalgo
Hillsjurisdiction, so the officer held clobbered wouldn't be with these men.



"He dso busted Chico'snose!" the man they called Hector shouted gleefully, and two otherssitting
nearby got up to pat Claypoole on the back.

"Chico, asyou may be ableto surmise," Shift Leader Lyiestold Claypoole, "is awell-known asshole
in this department.”

Claypoole was definitely at home.

Shift Leader Lyies covered some announcements—Iookouts for criminas and stolen landcars—then
dismissed Charlie shift to its patrol aress.

Patrolman Fernandez was about Claypoole's age, dim, and in good physical condition. They shook
handswarmly.

"I'm at your disposal. Officer," Claypoole told the young policeman.
"Cadl me Hwang, please! And you are...?"
"Reachmen."

The men of Charlie shift filed out of theroll cal room into the vehicle compound behind the Sation,
wherethey entered their assigned landcars. The Brosigville police cruisers were light and dark blue with
white reflective | ettering. The roofs bristled with antennasand signd lights.

"Y ou seldom get the same car each shift,” Fernandez said, *so sometimes you get to clean out all the
trash the shift before you left behind. We're supposed to clean up after oursalves, but most of usdon't do
avery good job of it. You'll seewhy if we have abusy shift today. By 0100 you'l just want to get
cleared out of the station and back home." Fernandez began going through a checkligt, inspecting the
exterior of hisvehicle and then the interior, the computerized communications system, and the Brady shot
rifle. He carefully unloaded therifle, checked al five magazinesto be sure they were fully loaded, each
mag with the proper ammunition, then gently replaced it in itsrack. "Press this button here, and the gun
pops out. Charge it with thislever here, then rel ease the safety here, point and fire.”

"Okay with you, Hwang, I'll just rely on my hand blaster.” Claypoole patted hisown sidearm. "Can |
just stow my shoulder weapon in the storage compartment for tonight? Don't think welll need it, do you?!

"Probably not; go ahead, throw it in back there. Hey." He motioned for Claypoole to watch
something. He bent quickly and snatched asmall black object from inside hisleft leg, down by hisankle.
"Know what thisis?'

Claypoole shook hishead. It was a pistol of some kind.

"This," Hwang announced proudly, "isaPOS .25 caiber handgun. POS means 'piece of shit,' ‘cause
these guns are worthless firearms except at extremely close range. But we dl carry them. To haveaPOS
isamark of digtinction, meansyou're one of the team. They're manufactured here on Wanderjahr and are
exact replicas of apistol that was once quite famous back on Old Earth. It'sfed by amagazine that holds
sx rounds. We carry 'em with one round in the chamber, so that gives us seven shats. It'sfor usein only
the most desperate circumstances, like when your service pistal is out of ammo and you're out of hope.”
He pulled up histrouser leg. "I carry minein thisankle holster. It only weighs about 430 grams; hardly
even know it'sdown there after awhile. Never had to useit and hope | never will."

Claypoole shook his head in wonder.

Insde the cab, the floor was sticky from coffee or some other kind of fluid someone had spilled there,
and the storage compartments were stuffed with napkins, plastic spoons, and soiled blank forms that
apparently were used only to sop up spills. Compartmentsin the door panels contained extra magazines
for the Brady rifle and Fernandez's Sg pistol.

Fernandez plugged in hislaptop. "We do as much report writing from inside these vehicles as we can.



When you get it al done from here, you can go home when your shift isover. But there aretimeswe
have to finish up back at the station, and that'swhat the terminasin theroll call room arefor. The shift
leader reviews dl his officers reports from his console and then authorizes them for the central-records
database. The station commander reviews dl thereportson adaily basis. Lyiesis pretty sharp, so hardly
any mistakes ever get by him. Otherwise wed be getting ass-chewings dl the time. Y ou'd be surprised
how difficult it can beto write alucid report with al the Stuff that goes on out here in the streets on any
given night. And when you don't have time to write up each incident, you just have to take noteswith a
pencil and paper and do al your reports after your shift. Some nights I've had to stay on duty until dawn
just catching up with the reports.”

Claypoole doubted Fernandez had much trouble writing lucid reports. Hed known the officer only a
few minutes and dready he respected the man'sintelligent professionalism.

"Quegtion?'
"Sure," Fernandez replied.

"Wadl... it'sjust that I've met Commissioner Landser severd times, one or two timestoo often, if you
get my drift. And | just wonder... well, given thekind of officer heis, how do you guys get away with, uh,
| mean, manageto be s0... 0..." Claypoole made a hel pless gesture.

"So fucked up?' Fernandez finished the sentence for him, laughing.

"No! | mean, so'casud’ about everything, especidly the state of cleanliness back ingde the station.
Y ou'd think with aguy like Landser in charge, you'd have white-glove ingpections every shift.”

Fernandez was slent before replying. Y ou gotta understand something about Landser, Old Allie, as
we cal him. He'sadandy, that's for sure, struts around like he's a character out of an old-fashioned
operaor something. But he understands leadership. He lets his district commanders run their own shows.
He knows we have enough to do keeping the streets safe without ingpections and formations and all that
crap. So long as we're presentabl e to the public and conduct oursalves professionaly. Old Allie
concentrates on polishing his shoes and leaves the street cops alone to do their jobs. And you know,
when Chairman Arschmann put Chief Long in charge with the authority to fire Landser—we al know
that—well, it cut him bad, real bad. Frankly, | don't think he deserved to be treated that way." Fernandez
paused. "Not that | think Chief Long and his boys are bad for this department, and there's no doubt we
really need you Marines heretoo. I've met the chief. He cameto al the sations and talked to us. HEs a
good man. But you just don't take an officer like Old Allie and kick him like Arschmann did. And then
right after Old Alli€skid brother got himsdif killed in that bombing.”

"I didn't know about that," Claypoole said softly. At last finished with the checklist, Fernandez turned
to Claypoole and said, " Strap yoursdlf in, Rachman, and let's go out and kick some ass!”

Dean wasriding with aburly patrolman named Vadez. Vadez did not wel come the Maring's presence
in hiscar, and it was obvious the shift leader had made the assignment as away to prove a point with the
big man. And Vadez resented it. So did Dean, but he decided to keep quiet about things for the present.

"Your patrol areais 310C, down by theriver, right?' Dean asked.

Vddez maneuvered hislandcruiser into the late-afternoon traffic on the street outsde the station.
"Yeah," heanswered findly.

"What kind of an areaiisit to work in?'
"Wet, if you go into theriver," Vadez responded.
Dean bit histongue. HEd go dong for awhile longer. Maybe the ice would melt.



Each landcruiser was connected to a centra digpatch facility viaits onboard computer system. The
policemen logged on to the system each evening and logged out & the end of their shift. Meanwhile,
orders and messages flowed across the computer screen dl evening long. When something for a specific
patrol was transmitted, the console would beep loudly. When an emergency message was transmitted,
the digpatcher used the voice channel and requested confirmation, to be sure the ingtructions were
received and understood.

Before they'd lft the station, VVadez had given Dean asmall wrist communicator set to the same
frequency asthe cruiser's, so when they |eft the vehicle for any reason, they'd il bein contact with the
digpatcher. "That's so if you get into trouble when you're outside the car, al you do is press this button or
shout for help and the dispatcher'll know where to send it. We dwaystell the dispatcher our exact
location when we stop, and we let them know what we're doing. Even when we stop to eat or take a
piss”

Inside the cruiser Vadez pointed out some things on the console. " That button there releases the shot
rifle. That yellow button there, never touch it unless we need assstance. That transmitswhat wecal a
Signa Thirteen, officer down. Mash that fucker by mistake and I'll be the laughingstock of the entire
force”

And that was the extent of their conversation for the next five hours. Vadez made severd traffic stops,
but he never explained to Dean why. He was ordered to stay in the cruiser while the policeman talked to
the drivers hed pulled over. Dean didn't know if the drivers had committed traffic violations or were just
friends of the policeman. Vadez aso seemed immune to hunger, since he made no mention of supper,
and Dean had grown so exasperated at his treatment he wouldn't break down and ask. At shortly past
19 hours. Dean was ready to go back to the station and ask the shift leader to assign him to another
officer for therest of the evening.

Meanwhile, Claypoole and Fernandez were getting dong like old buddies. Fernandez carefully
explained everything he was doing, and when he made traffic stops, he let Claypoole come dong. " Just
stand clear of my weapon side, Rachman, in case the situation goes bad. Traffic stops are the most
dangerous activity for police officersin Brogigville. If the driver you stop doesn't attack you, you might
dtill get hit by the oncoming traffic.”

The neighborhoods in area 490 conssted of rows of smdl shops dong the mgor thoroughfares and
nest residential enclaves on the side streets. Claypoole was impressed at the friendliness of the people
they encountered, most of whom addressed Fernandez as Hwang. "1've worked this areafor three
years," hesad. It was hard for Claypool e to imagine the man ever drawing his wegpon to shoot
someone.

At supper inaloca restaurant—"Cops get half price here," Fernandez explained the two exchanged
persond details about themselves. Fernandez was married, with two children, aboy and agirl. HEd been
apoliceman for Six years, dl asapatrol officer in the Hidalgo Hills Didtrict.

At precisdly 19 hours the dispatcher raised them on the voice channdl. "Four ninety Charlie, proceed
to the Anwar Shipping Company warehouse at 4990D Teufe fluss Promenade. Back up Unit 910C on
an Eighty-nine Adam. Priority One event, but do not use lights or sound. All other units standby.”

"Ten-four, dispatcher. Will proceed to 4990D Teufefluss as backup for 910C. Priority One, no lights
or sound.” Severa other patrol unitswho'd been monitoring the transmission chimed in, volunteering to
go in place of 490C, but the dispatcher put them al on hold.

"An Eighty-nine Adam isaburglary in progress," Fernandez said. "We're the closest unit to the scene
right now. Looks like the culprits are till insde the warehouse. That's why the call'sa Priority One and
they want usto proceed as quietly aspossible.”



"What if the bad guys are listening on their own radios?'
Fernandez shrugged. "Then ther€ll be a hot reception, Rachman.”
"Whao's unit 910C?'

"Ricardo Lanning. When we get there, you stick around the car, monitor the communications system.”
Fernandez had shown Claypoole how to use the voice system. "I doubt well need any Marinefire

support, but keep your eyes open.”

They pulled up silently behind Lanning's car. Lanning was aheavyset man with very closely cropped
hair and tattoos peeking out from under his short-deeve shirt. He came over to Fernandez. "Hwang,
good to seeyou." They shook hands. Fernandez introduced Claypoole. "Marine?' Lanning asked. "Y ou
armed? Good. Stand by. We might need some more fire-power. |'ve caled for more backup. The
building'stoo big for only two of usto check.”

"What'sinsde?' Claypoole asked. "Thule" Lanning answered. He grinned. "I think we've caught
oursalves some big-time bad boys here tonight.”

Two more carsdrove silently up. Since the call wasin Lanning's area and no supervisor was yet on the
scene, he gave the orders. "Hwang, you and Claypoole cover the front of the place. Therest of uswill go
in through the back, if we can. Everyone say in radio contact with Hwang."

Claypoole was about to leave the patrol car when a sharp ka-pow! came from the warehouse and
Lanning's car erupted in abdl of flame. The four officerswho'd been standing in ahuddle were dl
knocked to the ground by the explosion. Fernandez mashed the Signal Thirteen button, released the
Bradly rifle, grabbed some Sig mags, and rolled into the street, where Claypoole was aready crouched
behind the car. There were severa more shots. Thistime Claypoole could see bright flashes come from
the darkened warehouse, and al four vehicles burst into flames. One of the officersrolled in the street to
put out his burning clothes, and dl five men hugged the pavement, temporarily out of sght from the
warehouse behind the flames of their burning vehicles. "They're using shot rifled” someoneyeled. "That's
aclass-four felony," one of the officers muttered as he tried to squeeze himself between the cracksin the
sSdewalk.

Then the most frightening noise of dl, the flat hiss-crack as severa plasma bolts lanced out from the
warehouse smultaneously and dagged the Street in front of the burning police vehicles.

"Digpatcher!" Claypoole yelled into hiswrist communicator. *Plasmaweapons! They've got plasma
wegpons. Get Dean over hereright now! He'sriding in Kwangtun Heights.”

"Jesy, it'shot!" someone screamed. The burning vehicles were generating terrible hest. They could not
stay where they were any longer.

Dean unholstered his hand blaster, set it on full power, stood up, and began firing rapidly at the
warehouse facade, splattering it with bolts. The four policemen did not have to be told what to do—they
jumped up and darted out of the street into anearby building. Claypoole ran after them.

Thefive men crouched panting ingde a storefront whose front windows had been blown out in the
explosons. The burned officer's clothing was still smoldering, but he gritted histeeth and kept saying he
wasdl right, despite the burns held sustained adong the left sde of his body.

"They have us outgunned,” Lanning rasped. He cursed and spoke rapidly into his communicator. "It
take afew minutesto get areaction force down here. Did anyone manage to grab a Brady rifle?”
Claypoole said nothing. He'd |eft the rifle and the extramagazine in the street when held dashed for
cover.

"I have four boltsleft in thisthing," Claypoole said, checking the gauge on his energy pack. He did not
have areplacement for it. An infantryman, he relied on his shoulder weapon, which was now bubbling



goo in the back of Hwang's patrol car.
"Then youretheman,” Lanning said.

A plasma bolt hissed through the window and exploded in the back of the shop, spreading fire
everywhere.

"We gottaget out of here now!" Lanning shouted.

Claypoolefired three bolts back at the warehouse. They ran through the rising flamesinto the rear of
the store, which consisted of offices and astoreroom. Another bolt exploded in front of the building.
Billowing smoke and roaring flames rapidly filled the front of the store. Breathing was becoming difficult
with al the smoke in that confined space. Someone dammed the outer door to the storeroom shut, to
give them some temporary protection from the conflagration. They stood panting and coughing in the
smoky darkness, only partialy illuminated by their glowballs as they sought away out. Seconds later the
five desperate men were confronted by alocked and bolted door at the rear of the storeroom. "This
goddamned door isagaingt thefire codes,”" someone muttered. The frangible bulletsin their Sigswould
be no use againgt the door's case-hardened steel panels.

"Oh, Jesus Lord, we're going to fry," someone whispered, his voice quavering on the edge of panic.
"Not if | can helpit," Claypoole rasped.

"Unit 310 Charlie, you have aMarine on board?"' the dispatcher asked.

Startled, Vadez answered in the affirmative and glanced at Dean. "Be advised, 310 Charlie, unitsin
patrol area Four are under fire from plasma weapons and need immediate ass stance at 4990D
Teufelfluss Promenade. Proceed there at once and render whatever assistance is needed. Do you copy?'

"Threeten Charlie. Copy! Ontheway!" Vddez cameto lifeimmediatdly and grinned ferocioudy a
Dean. "We got action, Marine! Get your gun!”

Dean, who had been carrying his blaster with him in the cab, checked the safety, glanced at the energy
pack indicator light—it was at full charge—and put the weapon on full power. He was forced back into
his seet as Vadez shifted the vehicle into drive and mashed the accelerator lever al theway down. The
landcruiser legped forward and within seconds was careening down a broad avenue at nearly 150
kilometers an hour, lights flashing and Klaxons screeching. "Whoooeeee!" Vadez hollered. "Thisisred
policework!" Dean held on for hislife.

Two blocks away from the warehouse, they saw the glow in the sky. Vadez dowed down until they
were within sight of the place. Three separate fires raged: the warehouse facade was in flames long with
abuilding directly acrossthe street, and athird fire raged in the middle of the street, directly in their way.
AsVddez pulled to astop, aplasmabolt flashed from the warehouse into the burning building opposite.

"What the hell wasthat?" he asked.

"Hellfire," Dean answered. "Y ou better take the Bradly rifle, | don't think your pop guns can handle
this" Vadez turned the landcruiser sdewise, blocking the street. They got out and took cover behind it.

"Four ninety Charlie, where are you?" Vadez screamed into hiswrist communicator. A multichannel
device like the ones the Marines carried, the police communicators were also programmed to respond to
voice commands, and 490C should have been receiving Vadez clearly at this distance, but there was no

response.
"| think they'rein the building that's burning over there, Officer,” Dean said. Vadez glanced at him, a

sckish expression on hisface that turned instantly to rage. He dapped the explosive-shell magazine into
place on his Brady. "Let'sgo, Maring!"



Asthey stood to walk around the cruiser, two huge trucks came roaring at them out of the flamesin
the street. Without hesitating. Dean fired at the lead truck. His bolt struck the front of it and bored ahole
into the engine compartment. A second later the engine block let out aloud crack asit shattered from
overheating. His second bolt hit it squarely on the side of the cab asit dewed off the road and crashed.
Vadez fired three explosive rounds at the second vehicle, which impacted in the cab and in the engine
block. The truck lurched to astop. Severad men jumped out of the back and began firing a them with
plasmawespons. Their bolts went wild, but Dean, target-range cam in the offhand firing position, coolly
squeezed the firing lever six times. Each bolt struck its man. Shoulder-to-shoulder, Vadez and Dean
marched forward into the maelstrom.

Claypoolefired hislast bolt at the door. The blast was so close it singed his eyebrows and the hair on
his heed, but it was far lessintense than the conflagration raging right behind the five men. Without waiting
for the molten meta to cool, Lanning pried the door open with his collapsible nightstick and held it open
for the others as they rushed through into the cool night air outside. They ssumbled in the darkness,
bresthing in thefresh air gratefully.

"Thank God for the Marines," one officer said, embracing Claypoole.

"Y ou guys can make lovelater," Lanning rasped. "Thisdley runs about haf ablock behind these
buildingsto aside street. We can follow that back to the main road and see what's happening at the
warehouse." He lumbered off in the direction of the side street, the others clomping aong behind him.
From the main street came the unmistakable firing of severa plasmaweapons and severd explosions.

"It'sDean! It's Dean!" Claypoole shouted. "That wonderful motherfucker's come through again!™

They were at the Sde street. Lanning turned to hisleft, and when they rounded the end of abuilding,
they were standing at the opposite end of Teufelfluss Promenade, facing back toward the warehouse.
The street was as bright as day from the fires. Two more vehicles, trucks by their size, burned fiercely in
the gtreet, and beyond the flames, barely visible through rolling clouds of dense, greasy black smoke,
they could just see the outline of an apparently intact Stadtpolizei cruiser blocking the road.

Eight men broke suddenly from the cover of the burning warehouse and ran toward the small group of
police officers. They fired asthey came. Projectile weapons. Standing two-handed in aboxer stance,
weapons on semi-auto, the policemen took aim as the men came on. Bullets whizzed and smacked
everywhere around them. The four Sigswent " crack-crack-crack” again and again, but only two of the
attackers dropped. It had come down to this: the policemen could not et these men pass, but they could
not take cover either.

The attackers stopped advancing about twenty-five meters from the thin line of policemen blocking
their way, and paused to take better aim at their targets. Claypoole was unarmed now. Fernandez tossed
him his backup pigtol.

Surviva ingtinct, honed by training, took over as Claypool e flopped into the prone position. The
policemen flopped down beside him. Aiming carefully, using their sights, they began squeezing their
rounds off. It took less than thirty seconds for the banditsto crumple under the fusillade.

Thefive men lay in the dtreet for afull ten seconds before any of them redlized the fight was over. After
the noise of thefirefight, it was almost quiet now, despite the crackling of the flames ahead of them.

Two figureswaked dowly out of the roiling smoke between the burning vehicles. The muzzles of dl
five guns zeroed in on them as one. "Halt!" Lanning croaked.

"Ricardo!" one of them called out. "It's Vadez! Look at dl this mess you've made here!" Vadez
spokeinto his communicator, and instantly it seemed the street was crowded with emergency crews and
more police officers; firemen began dousing the flames and medics rushed in with their life-support



systems. Chief Long came up with Commissioner Landser close behind. The dapper little commander
was highly animated, shaking hands with his officers and loudly congratulating everyone. Lanning and his
little group holstered their weapons.

"Well," Dean said, sauntering up to Claypoole, his blaster at ding arms over one shoulder, "you sure
manage to draw fire just about everywhere you go."

"Me?" Claypoole exclamed.
"Where'syour blaster?' Dean asked.

Claypoole returned Fernandez's backup gun. "When on Wanderjahr..." Claypoole began and
shrugged. "Wedid it the hard way," he said.

"One of these guysisdtill divel" amedic shouted. Everyone crowded around apronefigure.

Claypoole, looking over amedic's shoulder, stiffened. "I know thisbastard!" he shouted. "Dean, it's
Garth! It'sthat bastard Garth!™

Garth had been hit by two bullets. One had destroyed hisleft shoulder, and fragments had penetrated
his carotid artery on that side of hisneck. Hed lost alot of blood, but it was the wound to his head that
wasfatal. A large chunk of his skull had been blown away aong with pieces of hisbrain. Hewas il
conscious, however, and he looked up at the faces standing above him and recognized the two Marines.

"My nameisnot Garth," he said weskly.
"You are Garth, you bastard!" Dean shouted. "I remember you. Y ou work for Multan!”

Garth licked hislips. "My nameis... my nameis Sublieutenant Tang. Peoples Liberation Army..." His
voicetraled off. Claypoole kndt at the man's sde and shook him violently.

"What?What did you say?" The dying man opened his eyeswith effort. They were beginning to glaze
over. "You set off those bombs!" Claypoole shouted. ™Y ou shot at us!”

"Easy, easy," amedic cautioned, laying arestraining hand on his shoulder. Claypoole shook the hand
off.

The dying man who called himsalf Tang tried to spesk again. "l.... did... not. Spying on Multan..." He
closed hiseyesand lay till. The medic shook his head.

"Don' die, you fuck! Y ou owe us some answersl" Claypool e shouted, oblivious of the crowd that
stood slently watching. "If you didn't, who did?" he demanded.

Tang opened his eyes and looked straight at Claypoole. He smiled. "Y ou fools,” hesaid inanormal
tone of voice. "Y ou don't understand anything. | never hurt you or anybody."

"Thenwho did?' Claypoole raged.

Tang Sared up a hisinterrogator, his lips moving but no sound coming out of hismouth. "Titties" he
sad at last, and lay back on the bloody pavement.

"Okay, thet'sit,” amedic said, and severa policemen pulled Claypoole away.

"What did he say, what did he say?" Claypoole asked of the men in the crowd. Dean just shook his
head.

" 'Titties iswhat | heard,” Chief Long said. He took both Dean and Claypoole by the arms and led
them out of the crowd. "Are either of you injured?' he asked. When they shook their heads, he said,
"Y ou've had enough police work for tonight, lads. Come back to headquarters with me and well talk
about Titties.""



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

"Back inyour bed. Lieutenant,” Commander Hing snapped as he stepped into Pincote's small chamber
off the main mine shaft. The medics had turned the chamber into amakeshift hospital room. ™Y our burns
aren't bad enough to kill you, but if they get infected, the infection will."

Pincote |ooked up from pulling her uniform pants on to look up a him. Inthe dim light of the dying
glowbal, Hing saw that she was glaring. He also saw that sheld somehow managed to pull on her
brassere without did odging the synthskin that swathed her left arm, shoulder, and side, and was
attempting to put her left leg into her trousers without troubling the synthskin that ran dong the outside of
her left leg. That was asfar as her dressing had gone. Nearby, the IV tubes sheld pulled from her arms
dangled usdledy.

"I canmove, | can giveorders, and | cankill," she snarled. "If | am careful, nothing will go wrong." She
grimaced as the waistband of her trousers caught against a patch of synthskin above her ankle, jerking
the connectionsit was growing into the underlying tissue. Just one leg on the ground, she teetered.

Inan indant, carefully avoiding her left shoulder, Hing was on her, hisleft hand firmly gripping her right
arm, hisright between her shoulder blades. More gently than he wanted to in hisanger at her foolishness,
he pushed her back and down while keeping her from falling backward. Shetried to resst, but in her
weakened condition he was much stronger, and she bent with his push until she was back on her narrow
bed. Hing released the hold he had on Pincote and squatted in front of her with one hand clamped on her
right thigh to prevent her standing again. Almost immediately he regretted his position; hiseyeswere level
with her chest, which was much moreimpressve covered only by the brathan it had seemed before her
disastrous ambush patrol. Only afoot below her chest he could make out the dark triangle of her
uncovered pubis. It was too long since the last time held been with awoman. But this was the wrong
place and the wrong time. And even if she wasn't injured, Sokum Pincote was definitely the wrong
woman. He yanked his eyestoward hers.

"We are not sending out another combat patrol. Not yet. Not until we understand what happened to
your ambush.”

"The Confederation Marines can make themsdvesinvisible, and we weren't prepared for thet, that's
what happened. Now that we know this, we can take steps.” She flexed her leg muscles, but her left leg
hurt too much for her to resst the downward pressure he maintained on her good leg. A small muscle
twitched in hisjaw, and she remembered the way his eyes had flicked over her nearly naked body.

Hing rose to hisfeet and stood over her, his hand on her good shoulder holding her down. From that
vantage, looking down into her eyes, her body wasless visble. Not much, but enough that it was less of
adigraction.

"Y es, now that we know the Marines can make themsalvesinvisible, we can take steps. But we don't
have the equipment for it here. We haveto get it. And you aren't taking steps of any kind until that
synthskin has properly grafted itself to you." He looked over his shoulder to the chamber entrance and
cdled out, "Cildair!™ A moment later one of the medicsrushed in.

"Sedating her for pain isn't enough,” Hing said. "She's not good enough at obeying ordersto stay in
bed and heal. Put her completely out.”

Pincote glared up at Hing while Cildair prepared the sedative and pressed the inductor against her
good thigh. Then her eyes dowly closed, and she didn't fed the gentleness with which the two men

removed her braand pulled her trousers away from her ankle, then laid her back and covered her with a
sheet after Cildair reattached the fluid drips.

* % %



Acting Shift Sergeant Schultz was feding good. His salf-confidence was back. Fear wasasmuch a
dranger to him asit had ever been. He no longer gave adamn what kind of animal could kill and eat a
Wanderjahrian cow. The one-sided fight againgt the guerrillaambush had fully restored his equilibrium.
Thinking of the FPs, he had to admit that during the severd days since the firefight they had begun to look
more like soldiers. Nowhere near like Marines, of course, but maybe as good as Confederation Army
recruits hdfway through basic training.

Y es, Schultz was fedling good—good enough that he wanted to take his shift back out and find some
guerrillas, see how histroops would perform. He was feeing so good he didn't even notice that he was
beginning to think of it as his shift, as though he actually was the commander, a proper NCO. Nossir.
Acting Shift Sergeant Schultz wasn't some kind of NCO, he was a Confederate Marine Corps lance
corporal, just what he wanted to be. Not aman in charge, not the responsible one. And his men were
finaly listening to him, doing what he wanted them to. His men were turning into, by-damn! soldiers.

Acting Shift Sergeant Chan had his doubits, but then Chan always had doubts. Was he doing
everything he could to turn his shift of FPsinto proper soldiers? Were they progressing fast enough?
They wereimproving every day, that was evident. When he looked around at the other platoons and
shiftsin the 257th Feldpolizel, he saw that his shift wasimproving as much as any. During occasiond
moments of objective honesty, he even saw that his shift wasimproving faster than many of the others.
Already he trusted his men to follow his ordersin thefield. Soon, he thought, they would be ableto go on
short patrols without Marine supervision and acquit themselves well—maybe they could do that already.
He needed to talk to Sergeant Hyakowa, see if something could be arranged.

* % %

Acting Shift Sergeant Macllargie was experiencing the frustration and pride of mixed emotions. It was
amogt haf an hour since held sent his shift—under the leadership of their norma commander. Acting
Assgtant Shift Sergeant Nafcie into the woods south of the 257th's headquarters. The ingtructions held
given them were smple: patrol the area, don't be seen. He gave them ten minutes, and then, invisiblein
his chame eons, went into the woods after them. This should be easy, he'd thought. It shouldn't take more
than five minutes for him to find them. He'd chuckled quietly in anticipation of how started they'd be when
he began moving dong their column, whispering in their ears, tapping them on their shoulders.

Now, after dmost twenty minutes of fruitless searching, he wasfeding pridein how effective his
training in field movement had been. After amost twenty minutes of searching, he hadn't found them. That
fruitless searching was likewise the source of the frustration he wasfedling. Hewas ahighly trained and
skilled Confederation Marine. Something had to be wrong if he couldn't find fifteen half-trained, not very
skilled local yokesin apatch of nearly open woodland that was hardly more than two kilometers along
its greatest axis.

Then it dawned on him what they must be doing and he got angry. He'd taught them too well about
how to avoid their sergeants and officers; they'd probably snuck out of the woods and gone someplace
elseto goof off, as hewould have in that kind of training Stuation. Well, they weren't going to get away
with it. Hewas going to find them, and when he did, held have a piece of every one of their hides. And a
bigger piece of Nafciel's hide! Nobody was going to get away with pulling thiskind of drek on PFC
Macllargie. Nossir! He knew how to do something they didn't know he could do. He hadn't hunted
bunniwolfs when he was growing up back home on Saint Brendan's for nothing. He knew how to track,
and he was going to track them down. And then there was going to be hdll to pay!

Macllargie raced back to where the shift had entered the woods and examined the ground. There
werethe signs, plain asday. A curved line in the semisoft ground showed where someone had planted a
foot. A U marked the hedl print of someone ese. A few metersinto the woods he saw a broken
stemmed tredlet someone had cardlesdy stepped on. A little farther, asnapped twig. There, afragment of



another U-shaped hed print. Every five or ten meters one of those clumsy FPsleft somekind of sign. He
was probably following them faster than they were moving when they |eft these Sgns, he thought. | waan't
possible that such clumsy men could evade hisview. HeEd catch up with themin notimeat dl.

It didn't occur to him that if fifteen men left one Sgn every five or ten meters, that meant they were
leaving an average of one Sgn per man every one hundred-plus meters. If it had, he would have redlized
the men of his shift were moving very very wdl indeed.

After fifteen minutes of tracking, Macllargie found himself degp in the middle of the woods. He
stopped examining the ground, stood erect, and stared unseeing into the trees while he thought about it.
His shift had to have been right here after he entered the woods looking for them. So if they werein the
middle of the woods after he began looking for them they probably hadn't left them to find aplaceto
goof off. That meant that instead of patrolling, they'd set up an ambush. Either that or they found a place
to hide and relax while he wasted histime and energy trying to spot moving men.

Well, they weren't going to get away with that either! They were supposed to be patrolling, not sitting
in an ambush—and certainly not raxing in some hidey hole. He was definitely going to have some hides!

Moments later, Macllargie found several signs clustered in one small area. He hadn't seen most of
them before, shallow cups depressed in the ground—knee prints; afew flattened areas where men had
gone prone. The shift had stopped here. Why?

It wasn't long before a suspicion began to grow in hismind. Fifty meters from where the shift had
stopped, their signsled to the place where he'd stopped looking for them and backtracked to where
they'd entered the woods. From there the signs followed the route he'd taken. Why, why... those... They
didnt! They couldn't possibly! He wasin his chameleons. They couldn't see him. It wasn't possible that
they werefollowing him! Asimpossible asit seemed, the signs continued to follow hisroute.

Again Macllargie stopped and thought. Abruptly, he spun around and examined the woodsto hisrear.
Nobody. He shook hishead. Thisisweird, he thought. He resumed tracking. The tracks continued to
follow hisroute amost to where held begun tracking them. Fifty meters from the edge of the woods he
again found sgns of the shift sopping. From there the Signs cut across and began following the route held
taken tracking them.

Again he stopped. "Thisis absurd,” he said aloud. He turned around and carefully examined the
woods behind him. He couldn't see any sign of anything animate. What was going on here? Helifted his
hand to hishelmet and lowered hisinfras.

Instantly, he saw red splotches. Man-size red splotches.

He focused on one of the red splotches and lifted the infravisor. Hisfocus was on the base of a
grospalm about sixty meters away. He dropped the infras back into place and focused on another red
gplotch. When he lifted the visor, he was |ooking a ameter-high fernlike bush. He did it athird time with
the same result. Shaking his head, he began walking toward the red splotches hisinfrastold him must be
his shift. He was | ess than twenty meters away from the nearest red splotch before he could make out the
man with his naked eyes.

No. His men weren't goofing off, they were patrolling. But someone was pulling ajoke on him. The FP
was wearing a Marine-issue helmet with the infra visor down. Under the lower lip of thevisor, Macllargie
could see the man's grinning mouth.

Macllargie continued into the middle of the shift. He stood tall and looked al around. Even here he
couldn't seedl of them without hisinfras. Every one he could see was wearing a Marine-issue hemet
with itsinfravisor down.

"Very good, people,” hesaid loudly. "Thisexerciseis concluded. Fall in onme." Pride returned. His
shift had done well. They had learned well. Hed taught well. He wasn't over his anger, he was till going



to have someone's hide. But it wasn't going to be hismen's. It was going to be the hide of whoever had
given them the Marine-issue helmets without telling him. He only hoped it wasn't Staff Sergeant Bass. Or
Sergeant Hyakowa. Or Corpora Dornhofer, or... He started getting frustrated again. Damn! Unless it
was Godenov who gave his men the helmets, he wasn't going to have anybody's hide.

Acting Shift Sergeant Godenov was doing alot of grumbling sincefirst squad killed the guerrilla
ambush. Whenever the Marineswerent actively training their FPs, they engaged in discussion, sometimes
heated, about whether or not the FPs were good enough. Godenov flinched every time he heard a
Marine say the FPsweren't "good enough yet—or worse, that they might never be good enough. He
particularly hated it whenever someone said his shift wasn't good enough yet. Even though intellectualy
he knew nobody was saying he wasn't good enough, emotiondly he reacted as though they were. He
couldn't help it, he'd been hearing "good enough and "not good enough” directed a him dl hislife. Why
hadn't his ancestors changed the family name when they began speaking English? The name could be a
terrible burden to bear.

Truthfully, the FPsweren't good enough yet. Not by Marine standards they weren't. Of course, by
Marine standards nobody who didn't wear the Eagle, Globe, and Starstream was good enough.

Wil, PFC Isidore Godenov wastired of hearing "good enough” and "not good enough.” His shift was
going to be good enough. More than that. He was going to do his best to make his shift the best in the
entire 257th Feldpolizei Battaion. Hed show them dl he was " good enough"—and then some.

Tothat end, he had his shift out in thefirst range of hillswest of the GSB headquarters practicing
immediate action drills. The Wanderjahrian guerrillas, the salf-styled "Peoples Liberation Army," favored
the same tactic used by most guerrillaforces for thousands of years—the hit-and-run ambush.

There are three things an infantry unit can do when it walksinto an ambush. Oneisfor everyoneto run
away—in which event many of them will get shot in the back. Thisisn't consdered aviable option,
though it's the option of choice of untrained or demoraized troops. The second isfor everyoneto remain
in place, get organized, and fight back. But as the ambush in the Bavaran Hills had demonsirated, that
can dso lead to disagter. Thethird choiceisan "immediate action drill"; that is, everybody immediately
reacts aggressively to the ambush nobody runs away, nobody waitsfor orders.

Ambushers dways sart with the upper hand. They know where you are and have fire superiority
before you even know they'rethere. Y ou're exposed to their sght and fire while they're hidden from
yours. Immediate action drills teach troops to get out of an ambusher'slines of sight and fire, quickly build
up return fire to match or better that of the ambushers, and to locate them. Not necessarily in that order.

Of course, the best way to react to an ambush isto discover it before you walk into it—as when
Corpora Leach spotted the ambush afew days earlier. But that's usually not possible. So good
commandersin counterguerrilla conflicts soend alot of time and energy training their men inimmediate
reection drills. The FPswerein their camouflauge field uniforms; Godenov wore his chameleons. He
wasn't leading the patrol; he'd placed the men back under the command of their regular shift sergeant,
Lahrmann. Instead he walked aong watching them. Sometimes he was on one side, sometimes the other.
He aso followed, or went ahead to observe from the front. All in al, hewas pretty satisfied with their
movement. They weren't slent, but they were far from noisy. They weren't taking advantage of al the
concead ment they could, but neither were they walking upright and out in the open. It was atremendous
improvement in ardatively short time,

After giving basic ingruction in how to react to an ambush, Godenov began looking for good ambush
stes. Whenever he found one before his men passed it, held take aposition in it and shout
"BANG-BANG!" when hismen werein the killing zone, and watch how they reacted. After each drill he
debriefed the men.



Thefirst time Godenov shouted "BANG-BANG!" his men must have been suffering from
opening-night jitters. They jumped, startled, at the sound of his voice, and most of them stood around for
severa seconds before they did anything. The second time, they dropped in place and started firing in all
directions. The only oneswho took advantage of any cover were those who happened to have some
kind of cover right where they dropped. And they weren't shooting live, of course, they shouted
"BANG-BANG!" and felt Slly doing it. They did have live batteriesfor their blasters, asthey had to
because of the possbility that guerrillas werein the area, but Godenov made sure their wegpons were
unloaded he didn't want to risk getting accidentaly fried by one of hisown men.

Thethird time he indicated an ambush by shouting "BANG-BANG!" most of them dovefor the
nearest cover and BANG-BANGed in hisdirection. No question, they were improving with practice.
Some of them even put some enthusiasm into their BANG BANGs the third time.

He a so showed them how to assault through an ambush if one was spotted intime.

After another three mock ambushes, and a couple where his ambush was spotted before it was
tripped, Godenov decided his men were good enough that they needed aforce-on-force drill to improve
further. Force-on-force was provided; unwittingly, but it came when it was needed.

The woodland Godenov was patrolling his shift through was little different from the woods that
bordered the precinct. parade ground. 1t had the near-ubiquitous family groupings of grospams, but the
rolling land wasn't level enough to support as high a concentration of hochbaums, so there were fewer of
them. Instead spikers, which seemed to prefer climbing ground, were fairly common. The scattered
undergrowth was woodier than the fuzzy and formlessfernlike growth on the flatland. Thiswas agrazing
areafor the huge herbivores the Wanderjahrians called cows and sheep, so the ground wasfairly bare.

Godenov was ahundred meters ahead of his shift and alittle to theright of their line of march,
wondering whether there was any point in putting them through another drill today, when he thought he
heard someone say something somewherein front of him. So far as he knew, he and his shift werethe
only Marinesor FPsin thisarea. He froze in place and dowly raised ahand to lower hisinfras. He
peered toward the grospalms where he thought the voice had come from, but didn't see any telltale red.
Sowly, slently, fully dert, Godenov drifted toward hisright front. He listened carefully as he moved, but
didn't hear the voice. After he'd gone more than twenty meters, he stopped and listened again. Still
nothing. Slowly, he went straight ahead, listening and looking. And then he saw awell-concealed man
gtting in ashalow depression from which he could easly watch the animal trail the FPswere pardlding.
Quickly, Godenov looked deeper into the grospam clump. He saw three more men. He wanted to
continue checking to seeif there were more than four, but they suddenly changed their attitudes and
focused sharply in the direction from which held come. Godenov |ooked back. His men were coming into
view from behind arow of man-high bushes. Thiswas an ambush for redl.

Still careful not to make any noise, Godenov moved asfast as he could back to his men, easily
dodging the few bushesin hisway. He was pleased that none of the FPs flinched when hisinvisible-man's
voicesaid, "Look divel Lock and load. Thisisno drill. Thereésrea guerrillasjust ahead of usto the
right.”

The FPswere shifting from left to right as they walked, watching both sides of their path. Godenov
was pleased that they dl tried to concea the motions of loading their weapons from the people watching
fromtheir right front.

"I know wherethey'reat," hetold hismen. "I'll givethe sgnd right before we enter their killing zone.
When | do, attack to your right front."

By thetime hefinished giving hisingtructions, the front of the patrol had already passed thefirst
guerrillapogtion.

"NOW!" Godenov shouted. Before the word was completely out of his mouth, he pointed his blaster



at where he knew the first guerrillawas and pressed thefiring lever. The acrid stink of charred, bubbling
flesh dmost immediately assailed hisnose—he got hiskill.

His men were doing exactly what held taught them. They were rushing in the direction he told them to,
ydling fiercely and burning everything in their paths. Two of the guerrillas were able to get off onewild
shot each before they werekilled. The third was like the one Godenov shot—fried before he had a
chanceto fire. There were no others. It hadn't been an ambush, it was an observation post.

"Cessefirel Ceasefirel” Godenov shouted as soon as he realized they weren't getting any return fire.

"Secure the perimeter,” Acting Assstant Shift Sergeant Lahrmann immediately called out. He bustled
about, making sure the men were in defeng ve positions around the observation post, then joined
Godenov, who, ssomach churning at the gridy task, was inspecting the corpses.

"Not enough of them left to tell usanything,” Lahrmann said, shaking his head. Despite hiswords, he
couldn't help grinning. Thiswasthefirst shift-sze action heldd ever been on that was such aclear-cut
victory for hisside. His eyes shined as he looked at Godenov. "Y our tactics redly work, Acting Shift
Sergeant. Y ou teach us good. We will kill many guerrillas with what you teach us."

Churning stomach or no, Godenov beamed.

"Commander..." Fighter Juarez burgt into the chamber Hing was using ashisfidd HQ. "A runner just
brought an eyes-only message.”

Hing made sure the confidentia papers he was packing for the move back to the Che Loi Brigade's
base were covered before he turned to face Juarez and held out a hand to accept the message. But
Juarez had nothing to give him.

"Whereisit?'

Juarez |ooked apologetic and dmost sammered as he said, "Commander, the runner refusesto hand it
to anybody but you."

That was strange. What could be going on? Hing's voice didn't betray his thoughts when he said,
"Bring the runner to me."

"Yessr. Immediately, Commander.” Juarez spun about and ran off. Juarez was back inlessthan a
minute. The runner he brought with him wasn't someone Hing knew. Asif in confirmation that the man
wasn't amember of the Che Loi Brigade, he wore the green and blue tab on his collar that identified him
as being from PLA Staat Command. Hing raised an eyebrow. For arunner from PLA Staat Command
to hand-deliver amessage to a brigade commander personally was most unusua. And the runner |ooked
surprisingly fresh for having come al the way from wherever Staat HQ was currently located.

The headquarters runner looked at Hing, then glanced at a2-D image he held in hishand. Satisfied
that he was indeed facing the man to whom he was to deliver the message, he snapped to attention and
announced, "Commander Hing, | have amessage from PLA Staat Command. It isfor your eyesonly.”
From somewherein hisuniform he produced a sealed envelope and ceremonioudy held it out.

Hing's expression showed nothing of what he was feding as he accepted the envelope and casudly
examined it. It was closed, with aself-destruct sed that would open only to the thumbprint of the
addressee. Hing remained facing the man as he pressed his thumb againgt the sedl and the envelope
popped open. He extracted the single sheet of paper it contained. The paper was printed on one side
only, and he continued to face Juarez and the HQ runner as he read it, leaving only the blank side for
them to see. Juarez understood the protocol of confidentiaity and |ooked at the floor. The runner boldly
kept his eyes on the commander though he didn't ook at the paper.

It took only afew seconds for Hing to read the two sentences. It explained why the runner looked so



fresh. Hing looked up at the man and asked, "What more can you tell me?'

"Nothing, Commander. | wastold smply to ddliver the message to your hands only and await your
ingructions." Hiswordswere plain, but his manner of speech told Hing he probably knew more. But
Hing had no timeto try to get more information out of him, not if he wasto obey the instructions he'd just
received. He looked at Juarez.

"Assemblethe aff. Ingtantly.”
"Y es, Commander. Ingtantly.” Juarez ran off and began caling out names.

They were assembled in moments. All looked curioudy at the runner, but no one commented or
questioned.

"I have been summoned to Staat headquarters,” Hing said without preamble as soon as everyone was
present. He held up the message the runner had brought and read it. " "Y ou will accompany the bearer of
this message to Staat headquarters without delay. He has transportation.' " Looking back at his staff, he
sad, "Lieutenant Harbottleisin command of the movement back to brigade headquarters.
Subcommander Sukamohon will bein command until | return.” Helooked at Cildair, the senior medic.
"Lieutenant Pincote isto remain sufficiently sedated that she can't pull another stunt like she did today
until the synthskin grafts. Is everything understood?’ Startled by the news, some members of the taff
samply stared a Hing, others nodding understanding. "Then carry on," Hing said. He picked up his
backpack, which was already packed. "Take meto our transportation,” he told the headquarters runner.

Not long after, asimpatience about late-returning observation posts began to grow, arunner raced in
with areport of afour-man OP that couldn't be found. But there were clear signs of fighting at the OP
gte

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A dozen heavily armed men dressed in black burst suddenly through the doors of the small chape.
The crash of their entry stopped Reverend Walther Handschu right in the middle of his sermon, which
was from Chapter 5 of Paul's Epistle to the Romans. "Therefore, being judtified by faith, we have peace
with God through our Lord Jesus Chrigt."

"Who areyou?' Gretel Siebensberg asked, standing and facing the intruders. The bright morning
sunlight shining through the broken doors outlined the men as huge black hulks crowding into the aide.
Motes of dust swirled about their heads in the golden sunlight streaming from behind them, but their faces
werein total darkness.

One man detached himsdlf from the group and strode heavily down the aide, weapons swinging and
clattering, to stand directly over the diminutive woman. As he passed by the other worshipers, they
gasped when they saw the leering grin on hisface—his teeth had been filed to sharp points. Reverend
Handschu stood transfixed in his pulpit, his mouth gaping open, the worn copy of the New Testament
from which he was taking the morning's sermon held open in one hand, the other raised asif in
benediction. Mother Siebensberg, as she was known among her people, the oligarch of Friedland, the
leader and protector of her sx million citizens, and the chief religiousfigure for the Christian
congregationsin her domains, faced the apparition indignant but without fear.

"Bitch," the man growled, "I am your judgment.”

* * %

Gretel Siebensberg was adevout Chrigtian who practiced the smple religious rites of her forebears.
She did not demand that her people accept that faith, but all were encouraged to, and church attendance
among the people of Friedland was the highest of the Staats on Wanderjahr.



In her household, everyone attended chapdl twice aday, at dawn and at dusk. Serviceswere
conducted by Reverend Walther Handschu, Siebensberg's persona chaplain, and she attended them
whenever shewasin her capital city of Kreuzstadt. For Sunday services she attended the United
Brotherhood church in the city or the smdler church in the nearby village of Siebensdorf, where the
people who maintained her local estates and farms lived.

Therdigioustradition of the United Brotherhood was one of utter smplicity. A pacifist sect fromits
earliest days, the Brotherhood rejected the violence and implicit Jewish nationalism of the Old Testament
for the peace and salvation of the New. Each copy of the New Testament used in Friedland was printed
in Old High German and English. Old High German was taught in the schools, and services were often
conducted in that language. The United Brotherhood rejected a church calendar, and traditiona holy
days such as Christmas and Easter were not observed by the congregationsin Friedland. The only music
permitted in their churches were the hymns the congregations sang from acommon hymna. And each
congregation was independent of any church hierarchy because there wasn't onein Friedland. Pastors
were"caled" from the congregations themsaves. A body of scriptural exegesiswas available, compiled
over the centuries by various scholars, and learning those texts was the only education any minister of the
United Brotherhood was ever required to have.

Lifewas good for the people of Friedland. Austerein her persona habits and incorruptible in her
public life, Mother Siebensberg nevertheless believed in hard work and enjoying the fruits of honest
labor. With the recent rise in income from the production of thule on her farms, she had invested heavily
in benefitsfor her people. There was no need for Feldpolizel garrisonsin Friedland, and the Stadtpolizel
organization in Kreuzstadt was alaw enforcement agency in name only. There waslittle banditry or crime
in Friedland. Now, on this beautiful early-spring morning, al thiswas about to change.

"Leave at oncel" Mother Siebensberg ordered the grinning hulk standing before her. Imperioudy, she
pointed toward the chapel door. The other men had taken up positions dong the walls and now stood
with their wegpons leveled at the two dozen worshipers.

The man hit her, so hard that blood spurted from the side of her head. Mother Siebensberg fell heavily
between the pews and lay thereinsensate. A collective gasp of horror went up from the other
worshipers, who were kept in their seats only by the muzzles of the guns being pointed at them. The man
who had hit Mother, gpparently the leader, drew a machete from a scabbard at his sde. With onelong
step he crossed the space between the front row of pews and the pulpit and, swinging the machete,
severed Reverend Handschu's head cleanly from his neck. Eyes wide, mouth open, the head flew a
bloody trgectory to the wall, then bounced to the floor, rolling under the pew where twelve-year-old
Michelle Nguyen sat with her mother, Gretd Siebensberg's chief housekeeper. Michelle, staringin
wide-eyed horror at the minister's head, ingtinctively raised her feet to keep the blood off her shoes. The
reverend's body stood erect for amoment, blood pumping out of the carotidsin bright red streams,
before it crumpled with athud to the floor. In the tota silence that followed the sound of the body hitting
the boards, his Bible fluttered noisily down after him.

The man casualy wiped the blood off his machete on the shirt of Praxiteles Romero, Mother's chief
steward, who collapsed with a heart attack and died right in the front pew.

"Whereisyour Jesus now?' the man roared, holding his machete high above hishead. Michelle
Nguyen began to scream, a high-pitched wail that penetrated every corner of the small chapel. Asif it
was the signal for pandemonium, everyone began to scream and sob and beg for mercy.

"Outside!" the leader bellowed, and his men began to push and shove the panicked worshipers out
through the broken doors. The brilliant morning sunlight and breezes redolent with the perfume of spring
flowers contrasted incongruoudly with the terror of the congregation. The men herded them into asmall
group in the courtyard outside the chapel. Mothers comforted children, and fathers comforted mothers



and children, and dl stared fearfully at the armed men. The leader emerged from the chapel, dragging
Mother by her hair. He swung her frail body by one powerful arm and flung her hard upon the stones,
where she landed with a thud and the sickening crunch of breaking bone. She moaned and lay ill.

"My nameis Lieutenant Xuyen Phong, and thisareais now under the protection of the Peoples
Liberation Army," he bellowed. "Those of you who have committed no crimes against the workers of
Friedland will be spared. The rest will suffer the punishments prescribed by the party.” He snapped his
fingersand one of his men stepped forward with alist of names. The man who called himsdlf Lieutenant
Phong glanced briefly at thelist. "Gretel Siebensberg,” he announced, and paused. " Degth by burning.”
The crowd gasped. Two of Phong's men stepped forward and lifted Mother from the stones. Quickly
they bound her with wire and then hoisted her semiconsciousform into the air and left her hanging from
the branch of anearby tree. Her clothes were quickly saturated with aflammable liquid. Phong stood
nearby with alighted taper.

The drenching had partiadly revived Mother. She understood she was about to die, but had not heard
Phong's pronouncement and so couldn't guess the reason why. " Good-bye, my friends," she whispered
to her quaking servants. "God will forgive these men. | am going to see Jesus.”

"Witness the death of thistraitor to the people!” Phong shouted. He stepped close to Mother and
looked into her eyes. "'l ask again, whereis your Jesus now, bitch?' he demanded, and set her onfire. He
stepped back quickly as Mother's clothing burst into flames. In seconds she was atwisting ball of agony.
The horrified onlookers watched as her clothes were consumed and then her hair. Her prayers quickly
turned to screams, the screams to inarticulate wailing that died avay gradually asthe flames singed her
lungs and her flesh swelled and burst and then began to turn black.

Turning away from Mother's smoking corpse swinging obscenely from the tree limb, which by now
was also on fire, Phong announced, "When | call your name, step over here.” He pointedtoaspotina
corner of theyard by the chapel wall and athick row of cedars. When hefinished reading thelit, only
the youngest children were left from the origina group. They continued staring blank-eyed at Mother's
blackened corpse.

"Desth by machetel" Phong shouted, drawing his own. To the cowering children, he announced,
"Witness the desth of these traitors to the people!™ With that he and seven of his men set upon the adullts,
and in moments had hacked dl of them to degth.

Michelle Nguyen tore her eyes away from Mother in time to witness her own mother fal under the
razor-sharp blades. Blood flew everywhere, and soon the killers were drenched init. Thevictims
screamed piteoudy and begged for mercy but were shown none at al. The machetes rose and fell again
and again. When they struck the cobblestones, sparks flew. Too overcome with terror to cry out
anymore, little Michelle watched dumbly as the men went methodically about killing the adults. She
remembered afterward the vivid red footprints the men left upon the stones as they walked away from
the dismembered remains of her family and their friends.

"They had to dig, little ones," Phong said gently to the shivering children pathetically clutching one
another inasmal group. "That iswhat happensto traitors. Tell that to those who will cometo investigate.
Asatoken of its Sincerity, the party wishes each of you to have one of these. Rgoice, little ones. Thisis
the dawning of anew age for the people of Friedland." With that he handed each of the seven survivorsa
little book brightly bound in red leather. The children accepted the books wordlessy and clutched them
tightly in their tiny hands. That is how they were found hours later by arescue party sent out from the city.

* % %

"Ted," Chief Long began without preamble when held raised Brigadier Sturgeon on hisvid hookup, "
have terrible news." Briefly the chief told him what he knew of the massacrein Friedland. "The
subcommissioner of Friedland's Stadtpolizel force has asked meto investigate.”



"Guerrillas?'

"Lookslikeit. Ted, | need fast transportation and firepower. Can you spare acouple of Dragons and
some men for me? Whoever did thismay till be around.”

"I'll send twenty-five men from the landing party security detail. Transportation will be ready for you at
the port in, oh, twenty minutes. Y ou'll bein Friedland in less than two hours. Kegp meinformed.” The
brigadier'simage disgppeared from the screen.

"Pete, Aloisl Tome!" Chief Long shouted.

Commissioner Landsar's face turned ashen white when he heard the news. 'l knew Gretel
Siebensberg,” he muttered. "Who in God's name would want to hurt her?”

"That iswhat wewill try to find out, my dear Alois. Get me six of your best detectives. Pete, grab your
lads and some persond things. Y ou are dl going with meto Friedland. Alois, you cometoo. Turn over
the operation here to your deputy. Well be gone severad days."

The bodies of the victims had not yet begun to stiffen by the time Chief Long and his party arrived on
the scene. The sub-commissioner of the Kreuzstadt Stadtpolizel, a nervouslittle man way out of his
depth, had done three things correctly: cordoned off the crime scene to prevent contamination of the
evidence, isolated the witnessesimmediately; and caled Chief Long for assstance. Still badly shaken by
what had happened, his voice was unsteady as he tried to answer questions.

"It-It w-was the smoke from the f-fires of Siebensdorf burning that f-first attracted our attention,” he
told Chief Long. "The f-fire department was f-first on the scene. When | got here..." Hisvoicetrailed off
and he gestured helplesdy at the mutilated bodies lying about the small courtyard just outside the chapdl.
Someone had cut Mother's charred corpse down, and it now lay, contorted, under a blanket. The
remains of the butchered worshipers lay where they had falen, crawling with svarms of buzzers attracted
by the blood.

Finished at the chapd , the raiders had then marched into the village of Siebensdorf and daughtered
everyonethere, over three hundred men, women, and children. After torching the place, they had
disappeared toward the mountainsin the northeast, little Michelle reported.

Brigadier Sturgeon's twenty-five-man security detaill immediately established a defensive perimeter
around the chapel. Now the small group of policemen and the two Marines, Dean and Claypoole, stood
in the courtyard, surveying the horror. Claypoole, face white, stared at Dean and shook his head. Chief
Long pulled the blanket away from Mother's contorted corpse and someone gasped. Itsarms and legs
flexed into thefetal position, it wasimpossible to tell who the corpse had been, even whether it was that
of aman or awoman. Chief Long hastily threw the blanket back over the cadaver. He turned to the men
standing around him. He said nothing for afew moments, just Stared off in the direction of the mountains.
Then he began issuing rapid-fire orders.

"Lieutenant,” he said, addressing the officer in command of the security detail. "'l want you to contact
the Denver at once. We need drone surveillance here, every inch of the continent. If the men who did
thisare dtill here and still operating in agroup, we must find them.

"Dean, Claypoole. Contact the intelligence officer on the Denver. | want you to review every
centimeter of tape the satellite surveillance system has taken of aircraft and seagoing vessds arriving and
departing from the port of Kreuzstadt back ten days from today. | lso want you to review al eectronic
and voice intercepts the Denver has made from this region during that same period. I'll have one of
Commissioner Landser's detectives assist you." Anxiousto be excused, the Marines hurried off to set up
the necessary communications and data-processing networks.

Chief Long then ordered the assembled detectivesto collect and sort evidence, including getting



detalled satements from the survivors.

"Pete," heturned to Lieutenant Congtantine, "take all of these little red books back to the forensic lab
at Brosigvillewith you immediately. Have everyone here who's touched them fingerprinted. Y ou know
thedrill. Do what you can to lift and ID latent printsthat don't match the kids or the cops. | want every
detail of these books compared with a genuine article, one of the books we know was taken from the
guerrillas." He pointed to the bloody bootprints on the courtyard cobblestones. "Alois, we need to
compare those prints with every known type of shoe and boot manufactured on this planet. Start with
those that may have been captured from the guerrillas. Y ou men," he addressed the detectives who'd
come with him from Brosigville, "scour thisentire area. Y ou know how to do it. The murderers must have
left more behind them than these little red books."

But they had not.

The survey of arriving and departing vessals and areview of intercepted communications proved
fruitless, as Chief Long half expected it would, but it was something that had to be done. Given the
disposition of the people of Friedland, held been pretty sure al aong that the raiders had not come from
among them, but had been infiltrated into the country in very smdl groups asvisitors or legitimate
businessmen. With virtualy no police force available in the country, it proved impossible to conduct a
canvass of the population, to identify suspicious persons or strangers who might have been seen
anywhere around the capital city before the massacre. The news media throughout the country was
cooperative, but after five days no promising leads had been obtained.

Feldpolize fileswere scoured for any mention of aman named Xuyen Phong among the guerrillas, but
none was found, as Chief Long had also expected.

The security e ement tracked the murderersinto the foothills of the nearby mountains, where they
disappeared completely. To the Marines, this meant they had been airlifted out of the area, but satdllite
aurveillance had shown no aircraft in the vicinity. They had |eft nothing behind but the little red books and
somefootprints.

Leaving hisdetectivesto follow up on the investigation, Long and his party returned to Brosigville.

Feding awkward in civilian garb, Alois Landser sat uncomfortably in asmal cafe off an obscure side
street in downtown Brosigville. He had only just returned from Friedland, and the horror of what had
happened there till hung about him like apall. He was not only depressed but angry, so angry in fact that
he had called for this unusua face-to-face meeting with avauable and very confidentia source.

Landser regarded hiswineglass darkly. It contained Weinbauer Katzenwasser '36, arare
Wanderjahrian vintage that often graced the table at Oligarch Arschmann'svilla, and one Landser, a
connoisseur, normdly relished. But that afternoon the glass sat untouched. Nervoudy he brushed at some
lint on histrousers and then looked again into the street outside.

Since his gppointment as commissioner of the Arschland Stadtpolizel, Alois Landser had been
collecting information on people. Hisfileswere extensive and very confidentid. Much of theinformation,
aong with the identities of hisinformants, he was sharing with Chief Long and the Marines, as he had
been ordered to do. But he had kept some of it deliberately to himsdlf, fileshe'd compiled on
Wanderjahr's most prominent people, including the oligarchs themsalves.

That afternoon, one of hismost highly placed and trusted informants was to meet with him. Normally
Landser did not meet with informants persondly, not even the most trustworthy ones. Communication
usualy took place through drops and blind signals Landser had worked out with them over time. Initia
contact aways had to do with officia police business of some sort, but afterward, information was



passed on through Landser's secret communications system, which he controlled personally when dedling
with the most highly placed contacts. The man who would be coming through the door anytime now had
agreed to inform because, some years before, his brother had been charged with avery serious crime
and Landser had gotten the charges dismissed. He was now paying the commissioner back for that favor.

Landser never used red names when dealing with hisinformants. This man's code name was Schlange,
and the man he was reporting on, one of the aligarchs, was Verrater, "Snake' and "Traitor" respectively.
To Landser the name Schlangefit the man too well; he was aso supplying information to the bandits.
Verrater? If the suspicions Landser was forming about him proved correct, he would derive the utmost
pleasure from making the arrest.

Schlange came through the door. Squinting his eyesin the semidarkness after the bright sunshine
outside, he bowed dightly at Landser before diding into the chair opposite his.

"Good afternoon, most gracious commissoner,” he said, smiling unctuoudy. Landser grimaced ashe
signed for the waiter to bring another glass. "Thank you," the man said as he was served. Schlange
regarded the dark red wine for amoment and gulped haf his glass down. "Ahhh," he sghed. Landser
was offended. He sipped gently at his own wine, but he was so upset at being in the boor's presence that
he could not even savor the bouquet.

"Herr Schlange," Landser began, "if you help me now you are off the hook. I will not trouble you
anymore.”

The man he caled Snake nodded. "Thisis most generous of you, Herr Commissioner.”

"l am not agenerous man, Herr Schlange, you know that," Landser replied coldly. "I want revenge,
and if you help me get that, you are afree man.”

"At your service, Herr Commissioner.”

Landser leaned acrossthe table. "Answer some questions.” Schlange nodded. "Did Verrater set off
the bomb that killed my brother?!

"No."

"You're sure of this?' Landser was disappointed at the answer.
"Absolutdy."

"Do you know who pulled off the Morgenluft raid?"

"Verater." Landser's heart jJumped. The raiders nearly killed Commander Peters, an officer of the
Confederation Marines. He had the bastard! Maybe Verrater didn't kill his brother, as Schlange
believed, but he had him anyway. Landser was a policeman, and he could not suppress a surge of joy at
the prospect of breaking acase and bringing acrimina to justice, evenif it did not bring the persona
satisfaction he wanted.

"He wanted to get rid of hisclosest rival." Schlange shrugged. "He aso wants the Marines to act more
quickly against the bandits. Two for one." He passed a microcassette across the table. "I recorded the
conversation between Verrater and hisagent in Morgenluft. Thereis other interesting information on there
aswell." He smiled. Landser pocketed the cassette.

"Oligarch Siebensberg? Do you know who murdered her?

Schlange shrugged again. "Not the bandits either, that's for sure. But not Verrater either. That narrows
theligt, doesn't it? | have my suspicions, though.”

"Don't play gameswith me." Landser's voice had turned icy. "Who?"
"Zitze." Thiswasthe code namefor another oligarch.



Landser sat back in hischair asif dapped in theface. "Impossible!™
Schlange sipped at hiswine. "Only asuspicion.”
"I cannot believe this," he said after amoment. "I need confirmation of this... this speculation.”

Schlange nodded. "There is someone, an employee of Zitze's" He gulped the rest of thewine noisily
and regarded the empty glass with satisfaction. "Nice, but not sweet enough, don't you think?" Fury
slently mounting, Landser glared at the man. Y ou know, everyone involved wantsto eliminate his
rivas—"

"The man's name, Herr Schlange!™

"—on the Ruling Council," Schlange continued unperturbed, "and have the Marines step in and
eliminate the bandits. The Marines and the bandits are the only ones whose motives are honest in any of
thisbusiness. That iswhy | support the bandits, Herr Commissioner. | know you don't care about any of
this because you are not politica, but | have principles.” Schlange grinned and flicked aforefinger against
hiswineglass, which produced ame odious ping.

The sun glinting off the windshield of alandcar passing very dowly by in the street suddenly drew
Landser's attention. "Down!" he shouted, and dived for thefloor.

Schlange was not so fast. Thefirst bullets from an automatic wegpon shattered the windows, and the
next dammed into theinformant. Thefirst entered hisjaw on theleft Sde at the gum line and exited the
right sde of hismouth in aspray of blood and tooth fragments. Another struck him just behind hisleft eye
and angled up to exit through the right Side of his heed, taking much of the right frontal lobe of hisbrain
withit. A third projectile struck hisleft externd carotid artery before plunging down to bury itsdf inthe
first cervicd vertebra

Landser drew hisown pistol and, asthe shooter attempted to reload, fired through the shattered
windows &t the passenger side of the landcar. The figure Sitting there jerked severa times before the car
sped down the street. Running out into the bright sunshine, Landser took a shooting position inthe middle
of the street and fired the rest of his magazine at the swiftly departing vehicle. He could clearly see his
bullets striking, but they failed to stop the car. Landser stood till for amoment, catching his breath, his
gtill-smoking pistol dangling from one hand. Then he dashed back into the cafe.

The owner and the waiter stood helplessy over Schlange, who was dtill dive. A diminishing siream of
blood pumped from the side of his neck into awidening pool on the floor. Fragments of gray matter
protruded from the exit wound on top of his skull, mixing with the blood beneath him. His one good eye
dared up a Landser while hislungs worked spasmodically to expel the blood flowing into them from his
destroyed mouth. He gurgled and wheezed as frothy bubbles burst between his bloody lips.

Ashe calmly reloaded his pistol and dammed it back into his holster, Landser stood over Schlange.
Miraculoudy, the table where they had been sitting remained upright, and Landser's hardly touched glass
sat thereinvitingly. Landser shrugged, picked it up, and took adow mouthful of thewine. Herolled it
around on histongue before swalowing it. "Ah! An excdlent vintage!" he told the owner, who stared at
him in horror. "Schlange! Schlange," he said, bending over the dying informant, “the employee's name?
Hisname, please?’

A huge blood bubble burst forth from between Schlange's lips with a sound that could have been
someone's name: "Rgjinderpal.” Landser remained bent over the dying man for afew more moments, but
satisfied he would say no more, he straightened up. "Schlange," he said, "you areamess. Try to clean
yourself up beforethefunerd.

"Gentlemen," Landser bowed toward the owner and hiswaiter, "you run amost excellent
establishment. | shall recommend it to my friends." Landser carefully replaced his glass on the table and
strode jauntily out of the cafe. Neither man thought to ask him who would pay the tab.



"I wish | was back with the platoon, where at least we could shoot back at areal enemy,” Claypoole
said one night after their return from Friedland. The massacre of Mother Siebensherg and her followers
had been the singleworst event of itskind in the history of Wanderjahr. Not nearly as many people had
lost their livesin the witcheraft frenzy two centuries earlier. That had been dueto hysteria; the massacrein
Friedland was cold-blooded and calculated murder.

"The goddamned guerrillas," Dean responded angrily, "we should hunt them down and kill thelot!"

They were sitting at their workstations at police headquarters, reviewing the satdllite reconnai ssance
tapes from the Denver's databases for the second time. The search had now been extended to include
any information picked up prior to the attack at Morgenluft, with the same results: nothing.

Chief Long camein and asked the pair what they were doing. "Nothing, sr," Claypoole said.

"Comewith me, then, lads, we do have something." He led them to the police communications center,
where ayoung lieutenant in the Brogigville palice intelligence unit by the name of Bashwawas adso
reviewing Denver intercepts.

"You see" Bashwa explained, "the chief here thought it might be agood ideafor a Stadtpolize officer
to review those intercepts since we are familiar with the political and socid conditions on Wanderjahr. |
went back to just before the raid on Oligarch Keutgenssvillaat Morgenluft and discovered this” He
played back arecording of two men talking about visitors. "What derted me was the name 'L udendorf.’
He was afamous German general along time ago. | concluded that possibly Ludendorf is acode name
for Brigadier Sturgeon. | aso assumed that whoever made the call wasin the party waiting for the
brigadier'sarrival. | then took that man's voice print and compared it with othersonfile, and...” He
punched akey on his console. The picture of abading, middle-aged man appeared on the screen, with
two voice prints beneath it. "The upper oneisthe recording from the Denver's computer. The lower one
isfrom aspeech he made at an international conference on tradelast fall. Heis Lorelel Keutgens's deputy
minister for commerce.”

"Wow!" Claypoole exclamed. "Question the bastard!"
"Weare" Chief Long smiled.
"Who ownsthe other voice?' Dean asked.

"That we do not yet know," Bashwa said. "He was using a voice masker on his end. But we do know
thetranamisson camefromright herein Brosigville"

"Damned finework. Lieutenant,” Chief Long said, patting Bashwa on the shoulder. The lieutenant's
dark face broke into awide smile. "And now, my lads, were having another smal conference.”

Commissioner Landser and Lieutenant Constantine were waiting for them in Chief Long's office.
Landser had gotten used to the presence of the two enlisted Marines at the conferences, but he ill had
not accepted their presence at high-level meetings that should have been for officers only, and he did not
understand why Chief Long persisted in dragging them about everywhere. But the chief had made it very
clear to the commissioner and every officer on his saff that the two Marines were Brigadier Sturgeon's
intelligence staff and hence deserved dl the respect and assistance any police or Marine commissioned
officer would expect.

"Gentlemen," Long began, "Lieutenant Constantine has done atechnica intelligence sweep of this
office, to ensure this conversation remains private. Let's start with what we know about the murdersin
Friedland. Pete?’

"Thelittle red books were printed here on Wanderjahr,” Constantine said. "Weve traced the paper to



acompany right herein Brosigville. Were checking now with everyone who purchased that kind of
paper in any quantity. We're getting no cooperation from some of the oligarchsin other Staats, but that
should come as no surprise. The books contain the usua Peoples Liberation Army propaganda, mostly
junk based on the ravings of an obscure twentieth-century Chinese rabble rouser.

"The bootprints match the patterns of severd popular brands of footwear manufactured on
Wanderjahr that are worn by farmhands.”

"What troubles me most about these attacks," Landser interjected, "isthelevel of their violence. The
PLA has aways preached that the people are their best friends and encouraged their forces not to harm
them. What acts of terrorism they have committed up to now have been againgt prominent individualss,
plantation overseers, loca officiasin the areas where they are strongest. But since they came here” he
nodded at the two Marines, "things have turned nasty al of a sudden.”

Claypoole resented the implication that somehow the presence of the Marines on Wanderjahr was
contributing to these terrible crimes, but he held histongue.

"There may be some connection," Chief Long said. Both Claypoole and Dean stared at the chief in
shock. He merely winked at the two Marines.

"All of thisisjust too pat," Congtantine said. "Firgt the bombing here, then someonetriesto kill Dean
and Claypoole, then the attack against Keutgens, and now this. Particularly thislast act, asif we haven't
gotten the point yet that the guerrillas are supposed to be behind al these events. Where doesthe PLA
find the men, materia, and time to mount al these terrorist attacks when the Feldpolizel, being led by
Marines now, is putting sat on their tails out in the boonies?’

"Yes, and do not forget,” Landser chimed in, "that the most severe of these attacks have occurred in
Staats where the PLA isweakest. For them to have mounted them there would require alogistical and
political organization of more sophistication than they seem to possess, at least outside Arschland and the
other two or three Staats where they are strongest.”

"Lads?' Chief Long said to the Marines. Dean looked at Claypoole, who shrugged.

"Sir," Claypoole responded, "were going through the satdllite tapes and intercepts for the second time.
The detectives here and a Friedland have hel ped us identify every registered flight and ship entering the
territory for the ten days preceding the attack. Nothing. The same with departures up to five days after
the attack. We have identified no transport either coming into the place or leaving it that wasn't there on
legitimate business. It is our guess—and the detectives back us up on this—that the raiders came into
Friedland in small groups, smuggling their wegpons and equipment in their luggage. They may have
dispersed by air, but so far we can't proveit.”

Dean marveled at how smooth the speech was. Was Rachman redlly becoming aregular staff weenie?

"Sir," Claypoole continued, "the LT and the commissioner have good pointstoo. | thought it was Garth
who set off the bomb and shot at us, until he denied everything, and he had no reason to lie about it
before he died. By theway, Sir, has anybody figured out what Garth meant when he said 'Titties set off
the bomb?"

Chief Long looked at Commissioner Landser. When Landser did not offer anything, he told
Claypoole, "Not yet," but he was pretty sure Landser knew.

"And then you confirmed he was pying on Multan for the guerrillasdl dong,” Dean sad. "Infact, it
was he who turned in the raiders at the warehouse that night,” he added.

"It'sasif someone was ddliberately trying to put the blame on the PLA so weld go after them,”
Claypoole said, thinking out loud. Immediately he smiled to himsdlf. So that's whet the chief meant!

Chief Long smiled. "That's about what it comes down to.”



"Y eah, but who?' Congtantine asked.
"Who indeed?' Landser asked.

"Ah, yes, Alois, any new information on who assassinated Kaat Uxmd ? Oligarch Arschmannisvery
anxious that you pursue that case. Why, you werewith Uxmal at thetime." It was a statement that
begged an explanation.

"We go back along way together." Landser smiled tightly, thinking of Schlange, the Snake, whom he
had known for so many years. He exchanged glances with Chief Long. Long knew he was hiding
something, but he chose not to pursueit just then. "Wefound the ns vehicle afew hoursago. The
passenger's seat was covered in blood, and there were atotal of adozen bullet holesin therear."

"Good shooting. Commissioner,” Lieutenant Congtantine said. Landser smiled again.

"Any motive for the shooting?' Chief Long asked. "Uxma was spying for the guerrillas, Chief. They
may think | turned him."

Chief Long had to be careful how he responded to that nonanswer. Landser was, after dl, the
commissioner of the Brosigville Stadtpolizel, agood officer too. Caling him out now, in front of the
others, would serve no useful purpose.

"Let's recap what we have, then," Long went on, deciding to change the subject. "One: Multan's men
were behind the raid a the warehouse. I've got Multan on violation of Confederation law against the
unauthorized possession of plasmawegpons. Asthe Confederation's chief law enforcement officer on
Wanderjahr, | am going to arrest him, with some help from Brigadier Sturgeon and you, Alais. | do not
need the approva for thisfrom your loca magisirates either. Thisis Confederation busnessand | have
the muscle to do what | haveto. WEll let the diplomats sort the legdlities out—after | have Multan safely
in prison offworld. Heishigtory."

"Therewill beafight," Landser cautioned.

"So therewill be" Chief Long responded. The men sitting around his desk sat up Straighter in their
chairs.

Landser grinned. "I could never do anything about him because as a member of the Ruling Council he
isimmune to prosecution while here on Council business, and heis not stupid enough to come hereasa
tourist. | closed some of his enterprises down and arrested some of his men, but that never stopped him.
Chairman Arschmann never seemed to be very upset about it because, frankly, | think hewasin onit,
dthough | can't proveit, and as Chairman of the Ruling Council heisadwaysimmuneto arrest. Until you
came here" Henodded at Chief Long. "Now..." He smacked afist into his pam.

Long continued: "Two: the raid on Keutgens was ordered by someonein Brosigville using her deputy
minister of commerce as aspotter. The minister isaready in custody, and in time well know who his
contact isherein Brosigville. That personismine. Heisresponsible for the attempted murder of a
Confederation military officer, and for that he will be extradited and tried by the Confederation.

"Three: we don't know who daughtered Siebensberg and her people, but the guerrillas are not our first
choice for that deed.

"Four: we're not sure who bombed Marine headquarters or shot at my lads here. Of dl the incidents,
those two are most likely thework of the guerrillas. But maybe not.

"Findly, gentlemen, we have avery complicated situation before us. My gutstell mewereright inthe
middle of acolossa power struggle on Wanderjahr, of which the war with the guerrillasisonly avery
gmall part. Gentlemen, I'll let you know when we're ready to move against Multan. Meanwhile, word of
thismust stlay among us." Helooked at each man. "I will need your best men for this operation, Alois, but
they shal know nothing of our destination until we are en route. Thank you for your time this afternoon.



Alois, please stay behind when the othersleave, won't you?"

Alone, Chief Long regarded the commissioner carefully before he spoke. ™Y ou are not telling me
everything, areyou, Alois?'

"No, I annot."
"May | ask why?Y our orders were to do so."

"Yes. | disobeyed." Landser swallowed and shifted hisweight in his seat. "It is no secret, Chief, that |
resent the way Chairman Arschmann forced you on me. | hate him for that, and | only hope my persond
fedings have not clouded my judgment in this case."

Chief Long nodded but said nothing.

"But | have come to respect you.” Landser's face reddened. Compliments did not come essily to this
man. "l will show you that | am agood officer,” he said with feding. "I am just not sure yet about my
evidence, but when | am, | will ask for your help.”

"I could have you dismissed for this, Alois” Chief Long reminded him.
"Yes, | know." Landser amiled. "But you won't."

"No, | won't" Chief Long sighed. "From now on, Alais, trust me. | am the only one you can trust, you
know that. Theoligarchs are al at each other's throats. Watch your back, my friend.”

"If anything happensto me. Chief, my fileswill survive." He hed out amicrodiskette. "Everythingison
here. Will you trust me for another few days?'

Chief Long took the diskette. "Yes, Alois, | will dothat,” he replied.

"Oh, and one morerequest.” Long nodded. "'l must leave town for afew days."
"May | inquirewhereyoull be going, Alois?

"I'd rather not say. Chief."

"l can dwaysfind out, Alois"

s

Chief Long pretended to consider the request for amoment. "Be careful. Oh, and that was very, very
good shooting.” Landser was smiling like a schoolboy as hewaked out of the office.

After Landser had departed. Chief Long took out one of the cigars Claypoole had given him and
lighted it. He puffed contentedly for atime, feet propped on hisworkstation. Who is doing what to
whom? he asked himsdlf. Alois Landser certainly held the key, but Chief Long had aready figured most
of it out for himsdlf.

Over the next few days, certain individuasin Arschland and Morgenluft mysterioudy disappeared
from their norma haunts, and wound up incommunicado in a safe house known only to Commissioner
Landser and afew of hismost highly trusted subordinates. Only then did Landser take Chief Long fully
into his confidence. Together, they decided it was time to approach Ambassador Spears and Brigadier
Sturgeon. Swift and very decisive action was required, and soon.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The headquarters runner, whose name Hing never did learn, led the way to an Arschmann Plantation
utility ground car parked a couple of kilometers away, where they got into the cargo compartment. The
driver, who wore an Arschmann Plantation foreman's uniform, scowled at them and merely grunted when



the runner said, "Take usaway." By the time the two guerrillas had changed into the civilian clothes that
were waiting for them, the utility car was on a paved road, speeding toward a settlement fifty kilometers
north of the 257th GSB headquarters.

Hing didn't bother asking about the driver'sidentity; he didn't need to know, and understood that he
wouldn't betold. Which wasal right. He had his own group of informants who were Arschmann
employees. For the guerrillas, that was one of the benefits of working in Arschland. The oligarch was so
uniformly hated that many people willingly helped the guerrillas, and most of them refused to provide any
information or assistance to the Feldpolizel. Arschland was one place where aguerrillacould move asa
fishinaschoal of fish.

The driver stopped the car at amonorail station. Hing wasn't certain, because the settlement was
outside his norma operations area, but he thought it was Ulbrichtsburg. For dl the cleanliness of its
Streets, the town certainly was as drab as its name suggested. The few people he saw walked fast with
their eyes cast down, asthough in ahurry to get off the street and not wanting to be seen. Their clothing
seemed gray or brown, asdrab asthe town itsalf. The few ground cars he saw were Arschmann
Pantation vehicles.

The runner paid their fare at the sation's gate and they mounted to the northbound platform to wait.
Only one other person waited with them, astout grandmother type in arumpled brown dress, with agray
swesater and a head scarf that had once been abright blue. A large bag sat at her feet.

The wait was blessedly short; the ride wasn't.

Hing had plenty of time to wonder about the meaning of the peremptory summonsto Staat HQ. Hed
never even heard of a brigade commander getting a peremptory summons. On the rare occasionsthat a
summons was issued, it was done more politely. Some lead time was always dlowed, and generdly
some explanation was given.

Not thistime, though. Hing racked hisbrain, trying to think of whom he might have offended, what he
might have done wrong. He could think of no one and nothing. With the possible exception of Lieutenant
Pincote's disastrous ambush afew days earlier. And word of that could not have reached headquarters
so quickly.

After ahdf hour of futile menta exercise, he gave up thinking and tried to enjoy the passing scenery.
But it was hard to appreciate its beauty when the scenery passed at 150 kilometers an hour. Even the
occasiond village the monorail stopped in was drab. There were no quaint villagesin Arschland. Oligarch
Arschmann thought quaintness was awaste of valuable resources resources that could be put to better
useincreasing hiswedlth and power.

They got off the train in Mannerheim, asparkling clean, middie-size city in the style of an earlier era. In
the downtown area, where the monorail station was, most of the buildingswere at least five stories high,
none more than ten. The architectural team that designed it favored plate glass and bronzed aluminum for
facings. The architects eschewed ornamentation. The overdl effect was what one visiting critic described
as "the boxes other buildings camein." Needlessto say, thet critic's visitor's visawas not renewed and he
was soon ushered away from Wanderjahr.

Hing and his guide | eft the station through a Side exit to asireet so narrow it could have been an dley.
The runner led the way dong ill-traveled Sde streets for three blocks until a disreputable-looking utility
car with faded Arschmann Plantation markings dowed dmost to a stop just ahead of them. The runner
quickly opened the cargo door and amost bodily set Hing inside the cabin. A dim light cast by asmdll
dome light revealed a bench along each side of the cabin. Hing sat on one, and the runner took his place
acrossfrom him. A crate against the front wall seemed to be the only cargo. The vehicle sped up.

"Now | haveto blindfold you, Commander,” the runner said without a hint of gpology.

Hing lowered his head to make the runner'sjob easier.



Severd turns and many stops and speed-ups followed. Eventually the vehicle stopped.
"Thisiswherel leave you, Commander,” the runner said.

The cargo door opened and there were sounds of one man exiting and another boarding. The doors
closed. The car started.

"I'll take you the rest of the way, Commander,” anew voice said.

"Yes," Hing replied. There were more turns, dows, stops, and speed-ups before the utility car reached
what must have been a highway leading away from the city. Hing doubted there were any roadwaysin
the city where a utility car could go that fast without having to dow or stop.

Blindfolded as he was, and with no conversation with the guide—whom he now thought of asa
guard—to passthe time, Hing had no way of knowing how much time passed before the utility car
dowed to acomplete stop and the driver cut the power to let it whoosh down on its skirts. It was at least
ahaf an hour, possbly much longer.

"Y ou must remain blindfolded until after we get insgde, Commander,” the guide/guard said.

The cargo door opened and hands helped Hing to get out. Wherever they were, Hing felt bright
sunlight on hisface. The strong hands of the guides/guards gripped his upper armsto lead him briskly
across adightly spongy surface. Grass, he thought. Thiswas aplace with alawn of imported Earth grass.
Part of his mind wondered what would happen if the grass was alowed to go to seed. Wasit strong
enough to germinate on its own? What would be the impact on the planetary ecology if it Soread? The
more active part of his mind wondered if the summonswas atrap, if the oligarchs had somehow
managed to infiltrate the Peoples Liberation Army &t the highest levels and the summonswas aruse to
arrest him. There were few places on Wanderjahr where grass grew—and al of them were fully under
the control of the oligarchs.

"Step up,” avoiceon hisright said. "There arefive steps here.” Simultaneoudy, both handson his
upper ams lifted up, dmost pulling him off hisfeet. He managed to fully recover his baance by thethird

tep.

Hing was marched across a broad veranda and through what must have been awide doorway, since it
didn't fed like ether of his guides had to make room to fit through it. Then the echoes of their footsteps
told him they were in alarge room with a polished wooden floor. A few pacesinto the room the guides
turned him to the right and guided him afew more paces before they stopped.

"When we let go of you, Commander,” the voice on hisright said, "go forward two paces. When you
hear the door close behind you, remove the blindfold.”

The hands let go and he heard his guides step backward. Had they then drawn hand weaponsto burn
him down if he made awrong move? Hing stepped forward two paces asthey'd told him to. The door
closed behind him with asolid chunk. He listened for a second but didn't hear alock being thrown, then
reached up and removed the blindfold.

After solong without light, his eyeswatered. He blinked several times at the sudden brightness of the
room. Almost immediately he squinted to see.

Hewasin aspaciousforma dining room with asouth-facing wall that was dmost completely
windowed to alow light to flood in. Draperies could be closed for privacy on dim daysor at night. As
large asthe room was, it was dominated by atable that could easily seat more than twenty people and
leave them ebow room. Mogt of the chairs around it were dready occupied by menin civilian clothing.
Hing recognized severd of the seated men, most of them brigade commanders like he was. One, rising
from his place at the head of the table, was a somewhat shorter than average, dender man. Generalissmo
Zot, overall commander of the PLA in Arschland. Hing snapped to attention facing him. The
Generalissmo extended his hand as he briskly approached Hing.



"Commander Hing," Zot said as he took Hing's hand. "' So good of you to come on such short notice.
I'm sure you will forgive me the cloak-and-dagger method of your travel, but you understand the
necessity of kegping the location of this meeting place absolutely secret.” With the hand that wasn't
gripping Hing's, he guided him toward an empty chair at the table. "Please, be seated. We should get
darted very soon. There are only afew more coming, and they will dl be here momentarily.”

Thoroughly confused, Hing mumbled his greetings and thanks as he took the offered seat. No one
other than the Generalissmo spoke. Unless many of his peers and his superior had changed sdes and this
was the most el aborate charade he could imagine, he wasn't under arrest by the oligarchs. From the
postion of his seet, dightly more than hafway down one side of the table, neither did it appear that it was
acourt-martial with himin the docket.

Hing exchanged curt nods with the men he knew, none of whom even opened then lipsto say hello,
then examined the table. There were twenty-two chairsat it, four of which were unoccupied. Each place
was set with a coffee cup and saucer, a dessert plate, afork, a spoon, and a napkin. Unless he was
mistaken, they werefine ching, red slver, and imported linen. Each place at the table dso had asmal
computer console, stylus, and keyboard. Coffegpots and plates of cakes were lined down the middie of
the table within easy reach of each place. The tableitself was dark, deeply polished, and redl
wood—probably imported from Earth. Hing marveled at the expense of the table and its settings.

"Please, Commander,” Zot said, "help yoursdf to coffee and cake. The coffeeis specid, it'simported
from America Sud." The Generalissmo grinned. "America Sud on Earth. The province of Colombia, |
bdieve"

Hing nodded at Zot. "Thank you, sir. That would be avery specid treat." Real Colombian coffee?
Hed heard of it, but the only coffee héld ever had was from locally grown beans, which he wastold was
vadlly inferior to Earth coffee. He glanced about. Everyone seemed to havefilled his coffee cup. None of
them looked happy or even comfortable, but they al seemed to like the coffee.

Before he could reach for a pot, the door opened behind him. He glanced out of the corner of hiseye
to see what the others on his side of the table were doing. When they turned, he did the same.

A blindfolded man in tattered and filthy civilian clothing was stepping through the door. The door
closed and the man removed hisblindfold. Generalissmo Zot was aready on hisway to greet the
newcomer, whom he addressed as Commander Tdotse. Zot guided the man to an empty seat. Tdotse
looked as confused as Hing felt.

No sooner had Hing poured himsalf acup of coffee than the door opened again and another confused
and blindfolded field commander entered the room. Within three minutes al the chairs were occupied by
the Staat commander and his twenty-one brigade commanders. There were no guards, no orderlies, and
no staff officers. Hing thought thiswas very peculiar, but it seemed to bode well—at least there were no
trappings of court-martia. Everyone sipped at the coffee. It was the best Hing had ever had. Too bad his
date of mind didn't alow him to enjoy it, he thought.

Generdlissmo Zot looked benignly at each of his brigade commanders, then said, "'In case you havent
yet surmised, gentlemen, thisis one of Oligarch Arschmann's estates.” He looked contentedly around the
room and continued dowly and softly, "When thismeeting isover, | think | will take aVVR recording of
myself stting here and walking around the room.” He looked back at his officers. "And have that VR sent
to Arschmann. Hell have a stroke when he seesme gtting in his place in his own dining room." He
laughed. Then he abruptly turned serious, and angry.

"Four days ago someone raided the household of Oligarch Gretel Siebensherg in Friedland. The
commander of the raiding party identified himsdlf as Lieutenant Xuyen Phong of the PLA. My
headquarters has no record of a Lieutenant X uyen Phong—or a person of any other rank going by that
name." Zot pounded afist onthetable. "I want to know who heisl" He took a deep breath to cam



himsdlf, then said, "Do any of you have anyone in your commands who goes by that name or has ever
used it? Have you ever even heard that name?’ He looked intently from man to man.

The Che Loi Brigade, like mogt such units of the PLA, had fewer than three hundred officers, staff,
and fighters. Hing knew them dl. He looked at Zot, mouthed " Xuyen Phong," and shook his heed; it was
astrange name to him. The other commanders he could see were doing the same.

"Look at your consoles, gentlemen,” Zot said in acam but firm voice. " Seefor yourselveswhat this
‘Lieutenant Xuyen Phong' did." He tapped akey on his keyboard.

Hing looked at the console. A moving flatvid image appeared. The vid was recorded by awalking
man who angled his camera downward. Occasiondly the angle shot upward for afew seconds, but
mostly it was down. Theimage was of bloodied bodies hacked to pieces. The upward shots showed the
scenewasin acourtyard. A burned corpse dangled from a scorched tree. The cameraman went through
adoorway and panned the room beyond, a chapel. Blood stained the front pews. A headless corpse lay
inapool of blood before the dtar. Another body with blood on his shirt, but no evident wounds, was
sprawled across afront pew. Theimage blinked out.

"That iswhat this Lieutenant Xuyen Phong and hismen did,” Generadlissmo Zot said. "Thehusk inthe
tree? That was identified by witnessesto the atrocity as Gretel Siebensberg. Y ou don't need to know
how we got that vid. Nor do you need to know how | cameinto possession of this." Heflipped asmadl,
red-covered book to the brigade commander on his right. The brigade commander picked the smal
book up and quickly flipped through its pages. He gave Generalissmo Zot a puzzled look, and passed
the book on when Zot indicated he should.

It took acouple of minutesfor the book to reach Hing. He blinked at the crudely printed title: The
Beliefs of the Peopl€'s Liberation Army; as taught by Marks, Limn, Mao, and Guevera. He opened
the book at random to three pages and quickly read brief quotesfrom it He passed it on.

"According to Xuyen Phong," Zot said when the book was returned to him, "this book isour bible."
He raised his eyebrows at the book. "How curious they didn't bother to spell the namesin thetitle
properly. And where would anyone get the ideawe're reincarnated Communists?' He looked back to
the assembled brigade commanders. "1 need to know what any of you know about the book or the
atrocity committed on Friedland.” He tapped another key on his keyboard and watched his console as
the brigade commanders dl protested innocence and ignorance. After amoment he cut them off and
stood.

"Gentlemen,” he said solemnly, "you have my gpologiesfor the way you have been trested today. The
coffee was treated with... Never mind precisdy what it wastreasted with. Aninhibitor that madeit difficult
for you to lie. There are sensors throughout the room. The sensors agree that you aretelling the truth.” He
sighed and sat back down.

"Thisthing that happened,” he waved his hand weskly at the console, "is a severe blow to us. Many
people throughout Wanderjahr believe we are responsible for that. They don't stop to think that we have
no reason to murder Gretel Siebensberg. Or that we have no activity in Friedland.

"Asyou probably know, thisisthe second incident of an attack on an oligarch's household since the
Confederation Marines arrived. Two weeks ago Morgenluft, Oligarch Keutgens's home, was attacked.
That time some Marines were on the scene and defeated the attackers. Our sourcesin Stadtpolizel HQ
in Brosgvilletdl ustheinvestigators are not convinced we were behind it. Interestingly, Morgenluft isaso
a Staat where we have no activity. Neither of these raids was authorized by PLA high command. So
every Staat generaliss mo was ordered to assembl e his brigade commandersto find out if any of them has
been operating beyond hisjurisdiction.” He smiled wanly. "Before we were charged with investigating our
brigade commanders, PLA command subjected usto exactly the same interrogation you have just been

through."



Zot rose again. "Gentlemen, enjoy your coffee and cake." He held up ahand to forestal any protest. "I
will have fresh coffee brought in that hasn't been treated.” He smiled. "L ater, in the same order you
arrived, you will be blindfolded and escorted away. While you know thisis one of Arschmann's estates,
you do not need to know which one." He bowed dightly, then left the room.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The planning for the raid on Multan's fortress home proceeded under the cloak of absolute secrecy.
The only Wanderjahrian officer included in the ddliberations was Commissioner Landser himself. Besides
Chief Long, the only other civilian participant was Ambassador Spears. Landser would issuethe
necessary ordersto the Stadtpolizei officers sdlected to participate, and only after the contingent was on
board the Denver in orbit would they be informed where they were going; the twenty-five policemen
required for the assault would not even be notified they had been picked for the mission until an hour
before departure. Asde from the brigadier'simmediate planning staff, only the commander of the security
party was privy to the attack plan. Of course, as Chief Long's military assistants, Dean and Claypoole
wereincluded.

For security, training for the assault would take place on the Denver. Although he hadn't been ableto
track them down, Commissioner Landser was certain that Multan had agents on hisforce. Spiesand
informants at every level of government in Arschland were essentid to aman like Multan, who depended
onintelligence of dl sortsto carry out hisvast crimina enterprises.

Multan's heedquarters was located in the small Staat of Porcinain Wanderjahr's temperate zone,
about ten thousand kilometers east of Arschland, on the opposite shores of the Adier Ocean. The
ingalation from which he ruled his domains—the Eagle's Nest—was Situated in rugged mountains fifty
kilometersfrom Thigpen, his capitd city, population 75,000. Multan was known to have a security force
of two thousand well-equipped men who kept order among the inhabitantsin Porcina

Due to the remoteness of their country from the other Staats, and Multan'siron handed but very
effective rule, there had never been any disorder among his people. His security force did not hesitate to
exercise bruta authority over the citizens of Porcina. In oneinfamousincident, they cleared trafficon a
narrow bridge smply by pitching the staled vehicleinto the river below. They would have shot the driver
and pitched him over too, except he was connected to one of Multan's enterprises. The man'ssister,
niece, and brother-in-law rode the stalled vehicle into the river. No protest of any kind was ever
registered.

Multan's persona bodyguard consisted of over ahundred handpicked mercenaries, and the Marines
knew they were armed with &t least afew plasmawesgpons. Since the raid on his smuggling operation in
Brosigville, he had refused to leave Porcinaeven for Council meetings, temporarily putting himsdlf out of
reach of any authority. Or so he thought.

"Gentlemen," Brigadier Sturgeon began theinitid planning meeting, "bringing Multan in isour number
one priority just now. We know he has plasmawegpons in contravention of Confederation laws, and for
that reason adone he must be dedlt with. But we have intelligence,” he nodded at Chief Long, "that heis
sling arms and equi pment to the guerrillas. We don't know just yet if any of these sdles have included
the latest wegpons available on the black market, but | cannot wait to find out. | cannot allow the lives of
my men to be jeopardized by Multan. He must be taken out. Quickly. We are going to mount asurprise
attack on his headquarters and capture him or kill him. | don't particularly care which."

Brigadier Sturgeon paused. "Findly, | have no choice. | have been ordered directly by the
Confederation Council to arrest Multan. Asthe senior Confederation officid in this sector, | must enforce
itslaws. The order was endorsed by Fleet and confirmed to Ambassador Spears by acommunique



through diplomatic channels”

"How are we going to be sure Multan's there when we bust in on him?' Colond Ramadan, the FIST'S
executive officer, asked.

"Very smple” Ambassador Spears said. "Brigadier Sturgeon and | will be therein amesting with the
man himsdf." A low murmur of surprise circulated among the men in the briefing room.

"That will be very unwise, Mr. Ambassador,” Commissioner Landser said.

"Sir," Colond Ramadan protested to Brigadier Sturgeon, "he'sright. Y ou can't afford to put yoursalf
and the ambassador in such a dangerous position. The bastard'll take you hostage if he doesn't kill you
outright."

"Relax, Colond," the brigadier replied, straightening up and leaning forward on thetable. "I'll have my
two favorite lance corporalswith me for security.” He grinned at Dean and Claypoole, sitting quietly
along thewall of the conference room. Dean's somach plunged crazily down to histoes at the
announcement, and Claypoole's face went white, but neither said anything. "I'm taking you two with me,”
he addressed the pair, "because Multan will expect it. Thismust look entirely like anonthreatening vigit to
an oligarch'sdomains. Asaresult of your accompanying me to Morgenluft, Friedland, and other places,
the Wanderjahrians see you as my bodyguard. And since you're both seen congtantly traveling between
here and police headquarters, people here think you two are alot more than mere lance corporals on the
gaff.

"Oh, by the way, report to the FIST surgeon right after this meeting. | want to be sure you two arein
tip-top shapefor thisvigt." Thebrigadier smiled cryptically.

Colonel Ramadan, who had not recovered from the announcement that the brigadier was offering
himself as adecoy, spluttered, searching for words. Chief Long drummed hisfingers nervoudy on the
tabletop while the other officersin the room glanced apprehensively at each other. Therewasan
uncomfortable slence that seemed to last along time.

"Wdl, welve got to be sure he'sthere," Ambassador Spears said, gesturing with open hands. Nobody
responded.

"| decided,” the brigadier said, laughing, "to lure him with the most reliable and a the same time the
most expendable members of my command.” Therewas adight pause before the other officers
responded with nervous chuckles. "Thereis no other way," he continued. "'If we don't bag the bastard
first time out, wewon't get him at dl. Hell retreat into the mountains over there and then well haveto
give up. We don't have the time or the resourcesto track himin hisown land. | have my handsfull with
training the Feldpalizei, and if wefail in thisand the Confederation il orders meto divert men and
resources to capturing this guy, the guerrillas will kick our asses. Thisis definitely aone-time shot,

gentlemen.”

"We can't get him to Brosigville," Ambassador Spears added. "He thinks he can sit us out in Porcina,
and he's probably right. But he feel s safe there right now, so secure he's agreed to meet with the brigadier
and me. | haveled him to believe we can work out adea on the weapons charge. That deal will be,
'‘Come dong quietly or well fry you.'" Ambassador Spears grinned. It was evident he considered the
upcoming raid an exciting diverson. Colond Ramadan just shook his head.

"Gentlemen, we meet with Multan day after tomorrow,” the brigadier concluded. "L et's get withit.
Well meet here again tomorrow and approve the final details. Dean, Claypoole, report to the FIST
surgeon after we break up here.”

After the gaff bustled out, leaving the two enlisted men Sitting forlornly against onewall, Claypoole
turned to Dean. "Whew!" he exclaimed. "Were in the shit now, Dean-0!" Dean gave alopsided grin.



"Why the hell doesthe brigadier want usto report to the surgeon?' Claypoole asked.
"Testogterone shots?”

"Yeah, likeyou redly need adose," Claypoole replied. He was pensive for amoment, staring at the
wall. "Dean-0," he said at last, "this Multan guy, if he does get us, you know what's gonna happen, don't
you?' Claypoole could not forget what the Siad had doneto McNeal on their last deployment. Neither
could Dean.

"Y eah, the ugly bastard's gonna have ared fight on his hands."

The attack plan was very smple. Fifty men would compose the assault team, twenty-five
Marines—Team One—from the security force provided by the Denver's, captain, and an equa number
of policemen—Team Two—from the Brogigville Stadtpolizel. The police officerswould back up the
Marines by securing a perimeter around Multan's fortress while Team One fought and blasted its way
insde. While the odds would be two-to-one at best, more like four-to-one in redlity, the assault party
would have the advantage of surprise and firepower. They would aso have the laser batteries of the
Denver if needed, and four Dragons on the ground. Everyone would have preferred a battalion-size
landing force, but an under-strength Marine provisona platoon was dl that was available. The assault
teamswould be launched from orbit upon receipt of asignal from Brigadier Sturgeon.

Since Multan'sliving quarters were underground, one minute before the assault force was scheduled to
land, the Denver's, batteries would sweep the surface clear around the entrance shafts, diminate any
resistance, and even the odds for the landing force. Once on the ground, while the Marines breached the
shafts and entered Multan's quarters ten meters below the surface, the police would secure the area. The
quarters were reached by stairwells and elevators. One dement of Team One, specialy trained in the use
of explosives and rappeling techniques, would enter through the eevator shafts. Therest of the assault
force would use the stairwdls, fighting itsway down if necessary. These men would use specid stun
weapons, to reduce the threat of reflected heat radiation, athough al carried plasmawespons, to use if
needed.

As an added precaution, the brigadier, Ambassador Spears, Dean, and Claypoole would each have a
microtransmitter surgically implanted just under the skin of each man'sright buttock, so the assault force
could locate them once they were inside Multan's fortress—which the latter two discovered when they
reported to the surgeon.

It took some convincing, but ultimately Commissioner Landser was permitted to accompany his men
on the assault. Landser understood that he and his men would be subordinate to the orders of the Marine
officer in charge of the operation, a captain named Merrit Thomeas, I11. Ashe sat infidd uniform with his
officers during the briefings and rehearsals on board the Denver, the once resplendent commissioner of
Brosigville's police force looked like nothing more than a diminutive policeman wearing auniform abit
too big for him. But his eyes glittered with excitement. He even deigned to chat with his subordinates.

Since the policemen had never been on an orbita assault in an Essay, this procedure was covered
thoroughly, but the coxswain in charge of the craft they would occupy was prepared for quite amess.
"1t be the longest twenty minutesin your lives" hewarned the policemen. He smiled. Marineswere no
fun on landings since they were used to assaults from orbit, but the coxswain was counting on quite afew
laughsfrom thisgroup.

Satellite and RPV reconnaissance plus agent reports—Commissioner Landser, not to be outdone by a
mere crimina, had had aman in Multan's security for some time—gave Captain Thomas avery complete
picture of their target. When the signd from Brigadier Sturgeon was received, the assault party would be
launched. The party would be combat |oaded, in Dragons, aready aboard the Essays one hour before
the brigadier landed at Thigpen.



"l wasin astuation like this once before," Brigadier Sturgeon was saying. "Forty years ago. | wasan
ensgn with the 4th Fleet Marine Landing Force during one of the Silvasian wars, | forget just which one
now." They werelounging in the passenger compartment of a hopper asit prepared for suborbital
descent to Thigpen. The tension was very high among the four men, and the brigadier wastrying to relax
them by telling stories. This one ended with the young ensgn commanding a platoon surrounded by a
vadtly superior enemy force, out of touch with his company, and completely on his own. "They demanded
our surrender,” hesaid at last.

"What did you do?' Ambassador Spears asked.
The brigadier shrugged. "We surrendered.”

Therewas amoment of silence. That did not sound like anything a Marine, even an ensign, would do.
"And then what, Sr?' Dean asked.

"They killed us”

Claypoole laughed so hard he choked. Dean started laughing too, and Ambassador Spears cracked a
gmile. The brigadier leaned back and stretched hislegs.

"Well," Ambassador Spears said, getting back to the matter at hand, "thisisalot like attacking under a
whiteflag. It isnot what diplomeatic protocol would require.” He shrugged. "Fuck protocol.”

"Sir,” Dean asked the ambassador, "were you ever aMarine?'

"No, Lance Corporal Dean, | never had that honor. But | learned how to shine my shoesin the army,
many, many years ago. | wasaclerk in the 347th Engineer Battalion during that same campaign where
the brigadier waskilled. We were attached to the 3rd Infantry Division in the assault on Mansaraduring
the Third Silvasian War. The 3rd went up the Mansara-Cremonea Road, and the Marines went up the
Mansara-Ilyong Road. The Marines best usinto Mansaraby afull fifteen minutes. We never got over it."

"Wekicked some ass,” the brigadier said.
"Yes, wedid, Ted, we certainly did."

Listening to the old veterans reminisce, Claypoole began to fee much better. Their nonchalance about
what was going to happen was infectious. He knew the brigadier would bring thisthing off. Brigedier
Sturgeon winked surreptitiously at Ambassador Spears, who, despite his outward air of confidence, was
NaLISeoUS.

"Strgp yoursavesin, gentlemen,” the pilot announced over the intercom, "we are about to land.”

"Y ou men leave dl the talking to the ambassador and me," the brigadier said. "I want you two to
remain dert. Let meremind you again, thesignd for the landing is X-ray, and whoever tranamitsit will
launch the assaullt party. Any of you can doit. If anything happens, shoot first." Dean and Claypoole
wore side arms, but no one elsein the party was armed. The brigadier did not add that if they had to
shoot, it would be al over for them in afew seconds. The success of the operation depended on
overwhelming surprise, not two enlisted men with sidearms.

A grim and heavily armed escort met the party at the port. The officer in charge, aburly, unshaven
man festooned with wegpons, grunted, "I am Captain Ramses," as he showed them to awaiting landcar.

Therideinto the hills, surrounded by Multan's men, al of whom smelled heavily of thule and old swest,
took twenty minutes. Multan's fortress home could only be approached by one narrow, winding road
blasted out of the sheer face of amountains de soaring three hundred meters above the plain that
stretched from Thigpen to the foothills. Guard posts were situated at intervals al aong the road. The men
at these posts were dert and well-armed.



Multan's home had been sunk into the living rock on the plateau above the plain. The buildings on the
surface housed his security forcesin bunkerswith very thick, reinforced walls. Surveillance devices and
roving foot patrols covered every square meter within akilometer of the entrance shaft to Multan's
quarters. Multan had not clawed hisway to a seat on the Ruling Council by taking chances, but now that
he was awanted man, his obsession with persond security had intensified. That he had permitted the vist
indicated, however, that he felt securein hisfortress.,

Thefour vigtors stood slently asthe devator dowly sank into the ground. Captain Ramses stood with
his back to them so he would be thefirst to go through the doors when they opened. Dean marveled at
the back of the man's closdly shaved head, which was crisscrossed by a network of tiny scarsand
indentations that |ooked like old fragment wounds. Hisright ear was missing itslobe; the lobein the other
gported a huge diamond that sparkled as he moved his head.

The elevator stopped and the doors hissed open. Ramses wheeled about with lightning speed and
buried afist in Claypoole's solar plexus. As Claypoole doubled over, Ramses dammed his elbow into the
side of Dean's head. A dozen armed men rushed in and seized the party. It happened so quickly, al four
men were taken completely by surprise. Dean and Claypoole were immediately disarmed and the four
were deprived of their wrist communicators. Under heavy guard, they were marched down a corridor
and shoved into alarge paneled room. The doors were dammed shut behind them and locked.

"Violation of diplomatic protocol for sure,”" Ambassador Spears gasped, trying to get his breath back.
Brigadier Sturgeon put afinger to hislips. "Goddamnit, | shal protest thistreatment most strongly,”
Ambassador Spears said in alouder voice.

"You do that," the brigadier said. Y ou okay?" he asked Claypoole, who was il trying to catch his
breath.

Dean wiped at athin stream of blood dripping down the side of his head. Hisvison had cleared by
now. "Was| out there for awhile, r?!

The brigadier nodded. "Multan's boys had to drag you down the halway." He looked around the
room, obvioudy used for conferences or receptions.

A door opened at one end of the room and Multan stepped through followed by Captain Ramses.
"Gentlemen,” Multan said, "you thought you could fool me."

"Sir, | must protest this—this most unlawful trestment,” Ambassador Spears said.

Multan made a dismissive gesture with one hand. "Y ou thought you could trap me, didn't you?' It was
astatement more than aquestion.

"Yes," Brigadier Sturgeon answered. "My two Marines and | came here to take you prisoner and
escort you to the Denver to hold you there for trial. So let me inform you now, S, that in accordance
with the authority vested in me by the Confederation of Worlds, you are under arrest and my prisoner.”

Multan's mouth dropped open in surprise and then he laughed derisively. "Wdll, do it, then!" He
laughed again and held out hiswrists for the handcuffs.

Captain Ramses stepped forward, drawing along-bladed knife. "X-ray!" Dean shouted, hoping the
microtransmitter embedded benegth his skin would pick up the command.

"Kill them!" Multan shouted.

Claypoole snatched asmall black object from a holster strapped to the inside of hisleft leg and
pointed it at Ramses, who stopped in midstride and grinned before legping forward. There was a sharp
crack. A smdll hole appeared in the middle of Ramsessforehead. With alook of surprise, he crumpled
to thefloor. A tiny wisp of smoke rose above the barrel of Claypool€es small .32 cdiber automatic. A
tiny brass cartridge spun brightly on the floor. " Teach you to sucker-punch me, motherfucker."



"Hands over your head and on your knees!" Dean shouted at Multan. A .32 wasamost hiddenin his
hand. Multan sank to hisknees. "Y ou areinsane. Brigadier, to think this... thiskidnapping will work."

Dean stepped behind Multan and pointed his gun at the back of the oligarch's head. "Now lay flat and
spread your legs. Come on, come on!™ Multan complied reluctantly. " Spread your arms out, palms up!
Turn your head to the left! Stay perfectly still or I'll kill you!" He frisked Multan, removing two pistols
from him. He tossed them to the brigadier and Ambassador Spears. The door behind him opened and a
man stepped through. Claypoole shot him twice in the head and he fell back into the corridor outside.

"Whet the hdl?* Brigadier Sturgeon exclaimed, staring at Claypoole.

The room shook violently asthe Denver's bombardment commenced. It lasted thirty seconds. Men
shouted and ran through the corridors outside the room.

"How do you work thisthing?" Ambassador Spears asked, rumbling with the unfamiliar mechanism of
the pistol Dean had taken from Multan. It discharged suddenly with a bright flash and adeafening
concussion. The dug plowed adeep furrow in the large conference table at the opposite end of the room.

"That's how," the brigadier answered dryly. "Where did you get those wegpons, Claypoole?’

"Officer Lanning of the Brosigville Staditpolizel gave 'emto us, Sir," he said without taking his eyes off
the doorway behind Dean. "They're reproductions of antique projectile wegpons. The Brosigville cops
cal them aPOS and they all carry them. Chief Long had the cops teach us how to take down suspects
and dl that stuff, sir. Good idea, huh?!

"What's POS stand for?" Ambassador Spears asked.
Claypoole hesitated briefly before replying. " 'Positive,’ Sr. They're .32 caliber Postives.”
A door behind burst open and several men charged through. The room erupted in gunfire.

Thirty secondsinto the assault, as his somach maiched the terrific rate of the Essay's descent, the
policeman next to Commissioner Landser vomited profusely. The undulating mess hung weightlesdy in
theair infront of hisface. Commissoner Landser hardly noticed what had happened, as his own sscomach
emptied itself. Men screamed in terror as the Essay plunged into Wanderjahr's upper atmosphere. They
had been warned what to expect, but the actual experience was overpowering.

"Gentlemen," the coxswain announced calmly, "thirty secondsto landing.”

"Listen up,” the commander of the Dragon they were strapped into said over the net, "well hit with a
bang. I'll drive us outsde. When the ramp goes down, you perform acombat dismount just asyou did in
the mock-up. Y ou know wheat to do. WEll give you cover. Good luck.”

Asthe Essay descended deeper into Wanderjahr's field of gravity, the vomit that had been suspended
intheair showered down on men fastened into assault modules. Those who had not thrown up inthe
initial seconds of the descent did now.

Landser gasped for breeth. "Listen to mel" he croaked into his mouthpiece. " Check your equipment!™
That was al he could manageto say. It was all he had to say.

The Essay dammed to earth. The Dragon roared out onto the plateau, then screeched to ahdlt. Its
ramp dammed down and athick cloud of dust enveloped the policemen as they rushed out in four
sgx-man groups. They had been divided into four parties—Adam, Baker, Charlie, Donald—linked to
each other by radio and hooked into the Denver's communications system so the commander of the
assault team could maintain contact with Landser. Each party was to establish and hold a segment of the
perimeter around Multan'sfortress until the operation was clear.

Fires burned everywhere and smoke and ash filled the air outside the Dragon. The remains of the



outbuildings and vehicles were smoldering hegps of dag and ash. The entire area above Multan's
underground headquarters looked asif it had just been scoured by a huge blowtorch.

Landser wasthefirgt out of the Dragon. "Two Actua. Deploying." Landser spoke into the mouthpiece
of hishelmet asheran into the swirling cloud of smoke.

"Roger, Team Two isdeploying,” the communications officer on the Denver said, acknowledging the
transmission. Team One, the assault dement, had already blasted its way into the eevator shaft and the
darwdls

Landser felt panic as helooked around. He couldn't see anything! He couldn't tell which direction was
which from where he was standing. So he sent hisfour team leadersin what he guessed were the four
corners of acompass as they dismounted, hoping once they were clear of thefires, they could seeto
establish their sectors of the perimeter. He moved forward as best he could, talking dl thewhileto his
shift leaders. That calmed him down. Abruptly, the visibility cleared. Histeams had emerged from the
smoke intact and were setting up defensive positions. The commanders of the two Dragonsthat had
landed with the assault party checked into Landser's net. Now he had four of the mongtersif he needed
fire support.

"Team Two Actud, al secure,”" Landser reported. He was actualy beginning to like this military stuff,
he admitted to himsdlf.

Theradio ingde his hemet crackled. "Heads up!™ one of the Dragon commanders shouted. "We have
bandits, | say again, we have banditd"

From his vantage point ten feet above the ground, now that arising wind had blown the smoke away,
Landser could see alarge cloud of dust approaching from the northwest.

“Team Two, they aretoo closefor usto engage,” the communications officer on the Denver
announced. "Team One, how are you doing?'

"Team One Actud," Captain Thomas replied, his breath coming in labored gasps. "Mesting heavy
resstance. Ingde not secure! | say again, not secure. Hold them off."

"Team Two, did you copy that transmisson?’

"Yes," Landser replied, forgetting proper communications procedure. "We will engage them and hold
them.”

The Dragon commander who had spotted the gpproaching relief party focused his opticals more
clearly. Several dozen vehicles were roaring toward him at high speed. Each was crowded with armed
men. "Gunner, engage at one thousand meters," he said into his mouthpiece.

"Roger that. How about the ones coming up from the southeast?"

Ambassador Spears spun about at the noise behind him and pointed the unfamiliar weapon at the men
coming through the door. The first man took the bullet in his chest and staggered back into the second
man. Spears, reverting to hislong-ago firearms training as an army recruit, took aboxer stance, leaned
dightly forward, and, holding the unfamiliar pistol with both hands, extended a arm's length before him,
commenced firing into the men in the doorway. Wood, masonry, and pieces of human flesh sprayed
about the entrance as the ambassador fired again and again. WWhen no more men tried to push their way
through the doorway, he stopped shooting. Footsteps could be heard pounding off down the corridor
outsde as survivorsfled.

The brigadier looked at Ambassador Spears with new respect. "I never had to fireashot!" he
exclamed.



Spears stood rooted to the spot, his pistol still pointing at the doorway, now blocked by three bodies.
Sowly, helowered it. "Now | need someone to show me how you reload this goddamned thing,” he
sad.

Shooting and screaming could be heard from every direction as the assault teams fought their way into
the complex.

"WdI?' the brigadier said to Multan, who was till spread-eagled on the floor. Dean's pistol leveled at
the back of hishead. "Do you believe me now? Normally I'd give you timeto pack abag, but werein a
hurry to get you to a safe place. All this shooting going on down here, somebody could get hurt.”

"Brigadier! Captain Thomas here. Don't shoot. We're coming in." The commander of the assault force
and several Marines stepped cautioudy through the door behind Dean. He lowered hispistol. The
captain glanced at Multan and gestured for the Marines to secure their prisoner. "Wetook some
casudties getting in here, Sir, and there's arescue attempt being mounted topside from at least two
directions by Multan's men. Let's secure this bastard, get topside, and get extracted.”

"You'rein charge. Captain,” the brigadier said. They followed him into the corridor.

At athousand meters the Dragons engaged the approaching rescue forces with their main guns.
Landser ordered his men to take cover and open fire only when they were sure of good targets. They
carried only their sde arms and Brady shot rifles. The rifles had an effective range of about three hundred
meters, so the approaching men were way out of range. But the Dragons main guns hissed and cracked
and sent streams of plasma bolts plunging into the approaching vehicles. Many dagged and ingtantly went
out of control, but otherstook sharp evasive action and came on.

"Adam Two," the leader of the party in the southeast quadrant reported, "they are splitting up into
multiple targets. We are engaging.”

"Donadd Two, same here. | estimate forty vehicles now within range.”

"ThisisLandser," hetold hisofficers, "hold your postions! Y ou must hold on. Baker, Charlie, support
Adam and Dondd. Dragons, can you give usfire?'

"Roger that," dl four Dragon commandersreplied.
"Team One," Landser shouted. "We are under heavy attack up here. Are you secure down there yet?'
"Team One Actud. All secure. Ontheway up.”

Landser breathed asigh of rdlief that was cut short by agasp asthe first incoming rounds from the
attackers began to impact within the perimeter. All around him the Dragons main guns hissed and
cracked while the weagpons of his own men banged away. The attackers had gone to ground in natural
depressions about two hundred meters out and were now taking the perimeter under heavy small-arms
fire, despite accurate marksmanship from the Dragons. Fortunately, Multan's men did not have
armor-piercing weapons, and Landser's men were using explosive shot shdllsto good effect, lobbing
them accurately into the attackers positions.

"Essays," Landser said into his mouthpiece, "prepare for extraction.” Without redlizing it, Landser had
taken charge of operations on the surface.

Hunched over and running quickly. Team One came running out of the shafts, carrying its casudlties.
They began to load into the waiting Dragons.

Captain Thomas ran to where Landser crouched beside the dag hegp from where he controlled the
perimeter. "We got the bastard!" he shouted into Landser's ear. "Do you need help here?"

"No," Landser shouted back. "We are holding them. When you are secure, we will begin extraction.”



Thomas nodded and ran to the nearest Dragon, which raised its ramp and roared into awaiting Essay.
On board the Denver they had practiced extraction under fire. All Landser could remember of the
procedure now was that he was to go aboard last. One of the Essays took off with an earsplitting roar.

"Team Two, we are ready to commence loading,” the coxswain of Landser's Essay announced over
the net. Landser's Dragon began laying down heavy continuous fire on the enemy postions, despite the
welcome fact that the incoming had dackened considerably.

Landser ran for the Dragon and stood on its ramp. "Adam, Donald, withdraw to the Essays. Baker,
Charlie, cover them.” The first two parties clambered aboard as Landser counted them. "Baker, Charlie,
go!" He counted another twelve men, some of them wounded. " Shift leaders, are adl your men accounted
for?" Severa seconds elapsed before they responded in the affirmative. Only then did Landser strap
himsdf in and tell the Dragon commander al was clear for take-off. The Dragon lurched into the Essay's
loading bay. On an adrenaline high, he never noticed the g forces tugging a him asthe Essay roared into
orbit.

Asthe Essays shut down in the Denver's docking bays and discharged the assault teams, crewmen
swarmed everywhere, helping the wounded to the sick bay and wel coming the men back. Five men had
been killed and eilght wounded in Team One; seven of Landser's policemen had been wounded. Best of
al, Multan wasin the Denver's brig.

Landser found himsdlf standing together with Brigadier Sturgeon, Ambassador Spears, the Denver's
captain, and Dean and Claypoole. Landser's uniform was ripped in severa places and hisface and hands
were covered with dirt and scratches. Through the dirt, little streams of perspiration coursed down the
policeman's cheeks. "Commissioner, you look like acombat Marinejust now," the brigadier said.

Landser cameto attention, clicked his heds, and bowed. "Brigadier, | accept that compliment with
graitude" hesad.

The brigadier laughed and clapped Landser on the shoulder. "Damn fine combat |eadership—for a
cop,” hesaid.

Landser turned to Dean. "Lance Corpord, when your headquarters was bombed, you went into the
greet to help people. Do you recall assisting one of my officers with agravely wounded victim?'

"Yes, gr," Dean answered. Thiswasthefirst time Landser had ever spoken aword directly to him.

"Wadll, that man was my brother, and | have never thanked you for trying to help him." Dean was so
surprised he could not answer. Landser turned to Claypoole. "Lance Corporal, you are indeed abrave
man." Landser bowed in Claypool€s direction. " Should either of you men ever quit the Marines, | will
gladly offer you commissonson my force."

The smal group was silent for amoment, surprised and pleased by this outburst of honest compliments
from aman like Landser.

"Well," the brigadier said, findly bresking the slence, "wefried abig fish today, avery big fish."

"Yes, Brigadier,” Landser responded. "But now we return to Arschland, and when we get there, | trust
that you will all assst Chief Long and mein frying some more of these'big’ fishes, some very, very big
fishes"

Y earslater, vigtorsto Landser's office were curious to see a certificate framed and hanging
conspicuoudly on awadl. It was the warrant Brigadier Sturgeon had given him after the attack on Multan,
gppointing him an honorary lance corpora, in the Confederation Marine Corps.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Life had been hecticin the FIST F-2 section from the very day Dean and Claypoole arrived as
Commander Peterss assistants, but things got even busier once Chief Long agreed to take over the
intelligence functionsfor Brigadier Sturgeon.

Firdg there were the constant staff meetingsat FIST HQ. Usually, Chief Long or Lieutenant
Congtantine conducted the intelligence briefings, but both Dean and Claypoole were required to be
present, sometimes after staying up all night to prepare the computer graphics needed for the next day.

Then Claypoole was assigned to establish acomputer link between the Denver, the Brosgvillecaity
police, the Feldpoalizei headquarters, and the FIST F-3 section, so information could be readily
exchanged. This required many face-to-face meetings with his counterpartsin al three places.

Dean, meanwhile, was kept fully occupied screening agent reports, after-action reports, and spot
reports from Marinesin thefield for information on enemy battle tactics and other activities. Hedso
checked newspaper and magazine articles and television reports, gleaning what information could be had
about guerrillaactivitiesin the Staats where they were active. All of thisinformation went into the Enemy
Order of Battle database that tracked the movements, strengths, weapons capabilities, and, hopefully,
intentions of the guerrillaunits. Thiswas made especidly difficult becausethe PLA high command
occasiondly changed unit designations and the individua brigades were congtantly on the move from one
operational areato another.

Dean d so spent much effort compiling detailed dossiers on the known PLA leaders and sympathi zers,
which included not only biographica details but information on their persond habits, friends, associates,
anything that would be useful to understanding how the minds of the PLA command worked. The most
secret work involved organizing an agent database. Both thefield and city police were reluctant to share
that kind of information outside their own organizations, and Chief Long suspected what they did share
did not reflect al the people on their informant payrolls. But what Long was able to glean, had it become
known to the PLA, would have spelled death for dozens of Wanderjahrian informants and serioudy
damaged hisintelligence-gathering capability.

"From now on," Chief Long warned both Marines, "be very careful where you go when off duty,
becauseif you ever fal into PLA hands, they'll pry thisinformation out of you, and you'd better count on
it that they know what you're doing up here." Dean resolved that on the rare occasions when he was able
to vist Hway, held be very careful.

Daily and weekly intelligence summaries had to be prepared for circulation to the field and among the
three headquarters groups, and Chief Long delegated the job to histwo Marines. In addition. Brigadier
Sturgeon and Chief Long regularly briefed the oligarchs when they were in sesson. Dean and Claypoole
accompanied them to Chairman Arschmann's villaon those trips, dthough they were never invited ingde
to participate in the actud briefings.

Andin addition to dl these tasks. Chief Long was responsible for monitoring and improving police
intelligence operations within the Staat of Arschland, ferreting out criminal activities of al sorts.

Thereweretripsto thefield aso, to visit with the Marine training cadre and Feldpolizel commanders,
to exchange information, but neither Dean nor Claypoole had yet been fortunate enough to go on any of
them.

Claypoole had taken the sign that once hung over Commander Peters's workstation with him to police
headquarters. It summarized in one brief gatement what military intelligence was dl abouit:

Who Knows What Evil Lurksin the Hearts of Men?
The Two Do.



Theintelligence briefing, given that morning by Lieutenant Constantine, had gone very well. The most
titillating bit of newswas asupposed high-level meeting of PLA brigade commanders that had been held
recently in Arschland, but as yet nobody had been able to figure out where or what the subject of the
mesting was.

By thetimethe P-4, logistics, briefing was over, Dean had almost gone to deep, leaning back in his
chair in afar corner of the conference room. Claypoole nudged him in the ribs when he noticed the FIST
adjutant glaring at him from across the conference table.

"Gentlemen,” Brigadier Sturgeon announced at last, “thank you very much. Now, | know you are dl
anxious to get back to your duties, but | want everyone to remain seated for afew minutes." He nodded
to the Marine from the Denver's shore party who was guarding the door, and the Marine opened it with
aflourish.

In walked Captain Conorado followed by Staff Sergeant Bass.

"Gentlemen, | promoted Lance Corporals Claypoole and Dean on the spot that night in Morgenluft,
when Commander Peterswas almost killed. They earned the stripes. Their service on my staff has
confirmed the high opinion I've had al dong of the menin Company L. Adjutant?' The brigadier turned
to the dim ensign who only moments before had been giving Dean the gimlet eye.

"Attention to orders,” the adjutant announced, and then read the promotion orders. Sergeant Mgor
Shiro and Staff Sergeant Bass stepped forward after the reading and pinned the chevrons on, sedling the
ritewith agtiff punch to each man's shoulder. "Go easy on them," the brigadier said dryly, "I might need
them again someday.”

"You've donewell up here," the sergeant major remarked. "Keep it up.”

"Don't turn into worthless staff pogues.” Bass shook hisfinger at thetwo. "Sir," he turned to Brigadier
Sturgeon, "you aren't going to keep these two on your staff permanently, are you?"

"Staff Sergeant Bass, why, I'd rather face the most notorious bandit on Wanderjahr dl by myself than
crossyou," the brigadier said, and laughed.

Sergeant Mgor Shiro curled his mustaches and grumbled quietly, "Charlie, we need an ops chief inthe
Three shop. These birds of yours commandeer any of my vehiclesagain, I'll pull you outtathe field to
help with map overlays." Bass, who knew better than to ask for details, recoiled in mock horror whilethe
sergeant mgjor stuffed another wad of chewing tobacco into his cheek. He offered Bass a chew, but
Bassdeclined.

"How'sit going with third platoon?" Claypoole asked.

"Not easy, but were making progress. Ever try to teach guyswith two |eft feet how to march? How
about up here?| hear you've been into some very bad shit.”

"Fine, Staff Sergeant Bass, we're, uh, making progresstoo, | guess.”

"l just bet you are, Marine," Bass answered. He was thinking about the incident at Juanita's, which for
awhile had been the gossip of the company. He adso knew al about the attack at Morgenluft and the
fight a thewarehousein Brosigville. Y ou guyslucked out with this duty,” he continued, meaning so far
they'd gotten more than their share of the action. He looked at the two. "Listen up. We're proud of what
you've done up here. | wish you were back with us again. Sorry about Commander Peters.”

Captain Conorado, who had been talking to the FIST executive officer, came over.

"Sir," Claypoole whispered, "I redly don't fed 1've earned this promotion. Can't you get us back with
the company, Skipper?'

Dean nodded in agreement and said, "It isn't that we don't like it here, but we're Marines, Sir, not



headquarters men." As he was uttering the words, he regretted them. Returning to the company would
eliminate any chance held ever have of seeing Hway again. But he had to stick with Claypoole.

"Marine, when aFIST brigadier saysyou earned a promotion, then you earned it, so no more of that
from ether of you two." The conference room had now emptied out, leaving the four Marinesthere by
themselves. "L ook," Conorado motioned for Bassto come close, "aMarine follows orders. | sent you
two here because | knew you'd do agood job. Y ou haven't disappointed me. We dl know what
happened when you were with the city police that night, down by theriver. I'd have promoted you both
for what you did then. But your job for the duration of this deployment isright here. And if the brigedier
decides he's got other plans for you once we're done here, you'l follow your orders. Remember, you
don't 'oelong' to me, you belong to the Corps.” He clapped a hand on each man's shoulder. "Well," he
said, "timeto go." He and Bass shook hands with them one last time and then they were gone.

Alonein the briefing room, the two lance corporals stared wordlessy at each other for along moment.
They'd been wearing their new rank insgniafor some weeks by thistime, but it somehow hadn't been
real. Now that their company commander and platoon sergeant had witnessed the formal promotion, it
wasred. Only ayear in the Corps and they were both lance corporals, arank it normally took an
infantryman three yearsto attain.

Claypoole wasthefirst to break the silence. "We gotta find away to get back to the platoon, where
webdong.”

"Got that right," Dean agreed. "So you didike usthat much, huh?' The two spun toward the voice at
the doorway. It wasthe FIST sergeant major. Claypoole swallowed but couldn't speak. Dean tried not
to look guilty and failed miserably.

"| think you're growing soft here,” Shiro said. "Maybe you should spend sometimewith real Marines.”
He glanced a hiswatch. "As of eight hours tomorrow morning, you're on temporary additional duty. A
forty-eight-hour assignment to the 257th Feldpolizel. Now, get out of my headquarters.”

Their eyes popped. "The 257th," Dean said. "That's... that's..."

"Whereour platoonis," Claypoolefinished. "Thank you. Sergeant Mgor," they both said. Shiro
glowered at them. "What are you doing il taking up space in my headquarters? Has the soft life
working with the police made you forget how to obey orders? Get out of herel” They ran from the
briefing room.

The regularly scheduled supply hopper brought something more than the requested food, replacement
blaster batteries, and mail. Two Marinesin clean garrison utilities got off the hopper, dung blasters over
their shoulders, and looked around. An FP pointed out the administration building when they asked
directions, and they headed toward it. They were halfway across the parade ground when Staff Sergeant
Charlie Bass came out of the administration building. Bass spotted them amost immediately and headed
into intercept the two. He broke out his communicator and spoke into it briefly as he waked.

Lance Corpord Claypoole began with agrin. "Hi, Staff Sergeant Bass."

Lance Corpord Dean was dso grinning, but Bass spoke before he could say anything, and the grin fell
off hisface and hisjaw dropped.

"Claypoole, | dways knew you were atroublemaker,” Bass snarled. "But what's your excuse, Dean?
Are you spending too much timein the rear with the beer, you think you're too good?’

"What?' Dean squawked. "I didn't, I'm not, I—"
"What'd | do?' Claypoole demanded.
Bassfolded hisarms across his chest and glared a them. "First you leave the platoon shorthanded by



running off to FIST P-2—"

Dean and Claypoole gaped at each other. They had been ordered to join the intelligence section over
their protests.

"—and then you have to go and screw up the entire platoon table of organization by playing hero so
you could get yourselves promoted. How am | supposed to reorganize the platoon when you screw up
and get sent back? |'ve got enough lance corpora s to go around. Y ou just made me short two PFCs. Do
you think | can stick lance corporasin PFC billets?" In fact Bass knew very well he could do exactly
that, it was common for meritorioudy promoted men to servein positions below their rank until aposition
opened to promote them into.

"What?"' Claypoole couldn't say anything more; he was too shocked by Bass's reaction. Bass hadn't
said anything like that the day before at FIST headquarters. Dean couldn't say anything et all.

Bass et the stunned moment stretch as six other Marines converged double-time on the three. Then he
dropped his stern posture and a grin split hisface. He grabbed first Claypool€e's hand and then Dean's.
"Congratulations again, Marines. Everybody's heard al about what you did on Morgenluft and Porcina
Outstanding. Everyonein the platoon's proud of you."

"Nobody more than me," Sergeant Hyakowa said behind them, panting from hisrun.

"I'm prouder," Eagle's Cry said as he brushed past Hyakowa to face Claypoole. He wrapped an arm
around Claypool€e's shoulders and squeezed, then extended his free hand to Dean to shake.

Corpords Leach and Keto, their fire team leaders, were the next to arrive and add their
congratulations.

Lance Corpora Linsman, the other man in Claypool€sfire team, said threateningly, "Just don't think
you're going to replace me, or move above me. | knew you when you were New Guy." Claypoole
grimaced, then grinned anew when Linsman pumped his hand.

Schultz wasthe last to join the group. He hadn't had the farthest to go, he smply ran dower than the
others. Schultz knew what the call from Bass was about, and he wanted to have the last word. He
planted himself squarely in front of Dean and said dowly, "It's nice to see you've been paying attention to
me. Keep it up. Maybe one of these days you'll turn into aMarine." Hed said enough, and he made it
clear he wastalking to both by turning his head to look at Claypoole as he finished spesking. Then,
without warning, hisright fist flashed out twice and hit each of them on the shoulder.

"Ow!" Dean yelped. He jumped back, rubbing his suddenly sore shoulder. Claypoole yelped and
jumped back aswell, but hed seen the blow coming and didn't get hit as hard.

Leach'seyes glowed. "Pin on the stripes!™ he shouted, and pulled hisfist back to hit Dean's shoulder.

Bass stepped between them and held up his hands. "Belay that," he ordered. "They got promoted too
long ago. It'stoo late now."

Nobody knew for certain how long after apromotion "pinning on the stripes' with a punch to the
shoulder was alowed, but normally the window was the day of the promotion and the day after; rarely
did it extend beyond that. Theritua alowed every enlisted man of equal or greater rank to hit aman on
the shoulder once for each stripe of hisnew inggniato "pin them on." Bass and Shiro had been out of line
the day before when they "pinned them on."

Schultz knew he was out of line hitting the two so long after the promotion, but he wasn't about to let
them get away without someone from the platoon observing the ancient ritud.

"So, what brings you two out here?' Hyakowa asked before anything else could happen.
"We got tired of being with headquarterstypesal thetime," Dean said.



"We needed to spend some time with real Marines again," Claypoole added.

"Well, what are we doing standing around herefor?' Eagle's Cry said. Hisarm still around Claypool€e's
shoulders, he started walking toward the area where second squad was conducting the training of its
company. "Y ou gotta see what we're doing. Hey, did you hear about the way we ambushed a
company-sze ambush?’

Hyakowatook hisleave of Bass and herded Dean toward first squad. "Did you hear what Godenov
did the other day?' he asked. "Maybe he's good enough after al.”

* % %

The two visitors from Stadtpolizel weren't asimpressed by how well the FPs were responding to their
training as the other members of the platoon thought they should be, but then, Claypoole and Dean hadn't
seen them before third platoon began the training.

"The way this battalion had been trained and ran its operations,” Hyakowatold them in an attempt to
make them understand, "any one of these shiftstoday could have taken on the whole battalion and beaten
it"

"They used to stand in traight lines, in their dress uniforms, and make targets of themselves" Eagle's
Cry added.

Dean looked wide-eyed at the squad leaders, gnawed on hislip, and did hisbest not to let his disbelief
show.

Claypoole was less diplomatic. He didn't say anything—that would be caling the squad leadersliars,
and no lance corpord in hisright mind would call aMarine sergeant aliar to hisface. But hisexpresson
and posture said it for him.

Thelr reactions were understandable. The experience they'd had with the Stadtpolizel had taught them
how professiond the city police werein their patrol duties. They didn't see how it was possible that the
Feldpolizei could be so opposite, no matter what the policemen they worked with in the city said about
thefield police.

"Theresthis police investigator from offworld, Chief Long," Dean said after evening chow, when the
other men of the platoon were pumping the two of them for details about easy headquarters duty in the
big city. "Chief Long was put in charge of dl the city policein Arschland Staat.”

Claypoole barked out alaugh. ™Y ou should have seen Commissioner Landser. He wasthe police
commissioner until Long showed up. Man, he was pissed about an offworlder being put over him. It was
likeadapinthefaceto him."

"But they're working real good together now," Dean concluded.
"And with Marinestoo,” Claypoole said.

"Have they caught the guerrillas who set off those bombs the day we landed yet?' Hyakowa asked.
That would be the acid test of how good the city police really were. Dean and Claypoole looked at each
other glefully.

"No. But theré's been alot of other thingsgoing on," Dean said.

"Likethe guerrillaraid on Morgenluft that dmost killed Commander Peters" Claypoole said.

"Only it wasn't the guerrillaswho did it."

"And you'll never guess who we busted for that."

Claypoole and Dean weretrying to tell the story of the raid on Multan's Eagle's Nest smultaneoudly,



and the telling was getting garbled.
"How about oneat atime!” Eagle's Cry said, breaking in.

Embarrassed, Dean and Claypoole looked at each other, and tried to determine without speaking
which of them would go first. They nodded as though they'd come to agreement, and both began talking
a thesametimeagain.

"Asyou werel" Schultz barked. He stood directly in front of the two and glared at them until they
looked like they wanted to get down on dl foursand dink away. "Y ou!" Schultz pointed afinger a Dean.
"Tak."

Dean looked at Schultz and swallowed. No matter how experienced he was becoming, the older man
aways made him fed uncertain. Then he began to tell of theraid on Eagles Nest. After amoment,
Claypoole couldn't restrain himself anymore and began interrupting. He kept interrupting until agrowl
from Schultz shut him up.

"So maybe it wasn't the guerrillas who bombed out headquartersthat first day?' Bass asked when the
telling wastold.

Dean shrugged. "Theresalot of thingsthe brassthink the guerrillas might not have done. That's one
thing they think maybe they did do."

"And they think it's possible the guerrillas didn't do it," Claypoole amended as soon as he was sure
Dean wasfinished.

Bass leaned back, lost in thought. The other members of the platoon looked at each other, considering
theimplications of one oligarch committing terrorist actsin such away that the guerrillas were blamed for
them. The next day, Claypoole and Dean caught the supply hopper back to Brosigville.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Over severd weeks, Surface Radar Andyst Third Class Hummfree had taken alot of ribbing from the
other junior petty officersinthe CNS Denver's Surface Intelligence Anayss section for working on his
freetimeinstead of playing computer games or studying for the second classtest, the way they were.
SRA 3d Hummfreeignored them; asfar as he was concerned, what he was doing on hisown time at his
andysis console was amore demanding and exciting game than the ones they were playing on their
personal consoles—and was far better study for promotion than just cracking the books.

Now, after three and a half weeks of puzzling over the surface-movement traces picked up by the
Denver's string-of-pearls, and trying to make good intelligence sense of them, he leaned back in hischair
and studied the screen heldd just brought up. After afew seconds, he gave alow whistle and leaned
forward to tap another series of commands into the computer. His hands hovered over the command
nodules while he waited for the computer to bring up his request. He didn't take as much time studying
the second screen as he had thefirst, and he didn't whistle. Instead he immediately tapped in another
series of commands. When the third screen appeared, he nodded to himself and hit
save-to-transportabl e, then popped the crystal for his three most recent screens. He could have saved
the data to the ship's computer, but it wasn't official work and he would have had to go through the
rigmarole of getting authorization from the duty officer. Saving to the crystal wasfadter.

Hummfree got up from his console and went looking for Chief Petty Officer Peeair, his section chief.
As his section was off duty, that meant he had to brave the unknown hazards of chief petty officers
country, adaunting prospect for athird class even when officia duty required it—and this didn't come
under the heading of officid duty. During his nearly four years asamember of the Denver's crew,
Hummfree had never been in CPO country. He swallowed, stedled himsdlf, and took the pastel
passageway into the unknown. The data was too important to wait for his shift to Sart.



"What do you want, sonny?" a voice boomed as Hummfree stepped through the hatch into CPO
country. "You lost or somethin'?"

Hummfree's head jerked toward the voice. A huge man, someone he didn't recognize, was glowering
at him around the stub of acigar. Water dripped off the end of the cigar and dribbled down historso to
soak into the towel wrapped around hismiddle. Water dribbling down hislegs puddied on the deck
around hisfeet. Wet footprintsled behind him to the shower. The many-starred anchor of amaster chief
petty officer was tattooed on the big man's | eft deltoid.

Hummfree snapped to attention; master chief petty officers scared him. They scared everyone; a
doubleration of bile seemed to come with therate. "Nossr, Master Chief," he managed to say without
gammering. "I'mlooking for Chief Peeair.”

"Well, | happen to know Chief Peeair's off duty. What say you wait until he goes back on duty?' The
measter chief jutted hisjaw aggressively.

"I have some important data the chief needsto seeimmediately, Master Chief, ar.”

"Y er never gonna make second class bothering chiefs when they're off duty, boy. | suggest you get
back to your own areaand wait until Chief Peeair'son duty.” His"suggestion” sounded like an order, but
Hummfree stood fast, abeit trembling, instead of scampering away. He cocked his head. "Unlessyou're
carrying orders. Y ou got some ordersfor Chief Peeair, boy?I'll givethem to him." He held out ahand to
take the ordersif therewere any.

"No—Nossir, | don't have orders," Hummfree croaked. "I'm in Chief Peeair's section, and | just
finished analyzing some data that he's gonnawant to see. It'simportant, Sr.”

The magter chief shook his head dowly. "He's off duty, that meansyer off duty. What do you mean
you jud finished andyzing it?'

"Sir, thisis something I've been working on on my own time. The chief knows about it, Sir. Hesad if |
came up with something, he wanted to seeit immediately. | came up with something, Sir."

The master chief stared at Hummfree hard and rolled the cigar stub to the Other side of his mouth.
Abruptly he barked, "A-ten-HUT!"

Hummfree, already at attention, stood even morerigid.
"A-bout-FACE!"
Hummfree spun about, facing the entry hatch to CPO country.

"Now stand there," the master chief growled, "just like that until either me or Chief Peeair saysyou can
move." Hummfree heard the squelching of the master chief'sfeet beginning to walk off. "And don't |ook
around!"

Hummfree stood sweseting, hoping some other chief petty officer wouldn't come dong and give him an
order that contravened the master chief's.

It felt like hours, but probably wasn't more than fifteen minutes, before a gruff voice behind him said,
"At ease, Hummfree. What's so important you've got to bother me off duty?”

Hummfree released his tengon with awhoosh and turned around. " Chief, you know that project I've
been working on on my time?' he said eagerly. "Wadll, | think | got something."

Chief Peeair, hisface otherwise neutral, cocked an eyebrow. "Oh? What do you think you have?'
Hummfree pulled the data crystal out of his pocket. ™Y ou gotta see this. Chief." .

The chief took the chip and bounced it in his hand. "That good, huh?*

"Better than that, Chief. This might be the piece of the puzzle they need to wrap things up planetsde.”



Peeair lofted both eyebrows. "L et'stake alook." He turned to head back into the depths of CPO
country. After three steps he caled back, "Y ou gonna.come and tell mewhat I'm looking at, or am |

supposed to figureit dl out by mysdf?
"I'm coming. Chief," Hummfree said, and scampered to catch up.

"Wdl, gentlemen,” Brigadier Sturgeon said to his staff and the commanders of his operationd units,
who were sitting around a conference table in the briefing room in the Marine headquarters a the
spaceport, "it looks like the navy came through for achange.” He held up adata chip for everyoneto
see. "Oneof their andydts, a petty officer third, came up with this. On hisown initiative and time, no less.
If it's right, maybe the Corps should hire him away from the navy; he'stoo good for them.” Sturgeon
popped the crystd into the console on the lectern while the other officers chuckled at hisjoke. He
glanced at them. "I'm serious.”

A map display it up on thewall behind Sturgeon. "Lieutenant Congtantine,” he said to Chief Long's
assgant, "if you will explain the meaning of this, please.” The FIST commander sat down as Congtantine
limped to the lectern to take over the briefing.

Congtantine cleared histhroat, then used alaser pointer to indicate the map. "Thisisamap of the area
of the 483rd Feldpolizel GSB. These black lines," he pointed out severa curved and jagged linesthat
seemed to begin and end in random spots and didn't have any immediately apparent meaning, "are
movement traces of small groups of people. The Denver picked them up on itsfourth day in orbit. Some
of them have been positively identified. These, for example," he touched akey on the lectern, "are work
partiesfrom thefarms." Severd lines changed from black to yellow. "Thisoneisagroup of people
heading back to their village after attending church." Another lineturned blue. "These are combined
Marine-Feldpolize patrols.” Threelinesturned green. "These" the remaining lines, about athird of the
total, turned red, "have not been positively identified.” Helooked from the map to the assembled officers.
"We suspect some of them are guerrillabands. This one we know was." Lightning bolts flashed around
one of thered lines. "That was an ambush that killed three Feldpolizai.

"Unfortunately, most of the population of Wanderjahr isrural. Smal groups of people are wandering
al over the surface of the planet. What makes figuring out who they are even more difficult isthe
guerrillasadso move in smal groups and don't assemble until they are ready to act. That makes accurate
tracking dmogt impossible. Especidly since the string-of-pearlsian't able to cover the entire planetary
surface congtantly. And if it did, the volume of datawould make it dmost impossible to digest and
andyzein anything gpproaching atimely manner.

"There's another problem the Denver ran into." Constantine glanced at Sturgeon to make sureit was
al right for him to continue with background. The brigadier nodded. "It'sdoing al itstracking by
GSB—rurd police precinct," he added for the benefit of anyone who might have forgotten what the
initials stood for. "What that meansin practiceis, once atracked group of people moves from one GSB
to another, it'slost unless the string-of-pearls a so happens to have the adjacent GSB under observation.

Commander Van Winkle raised ahand.
"Yes 9r?' hesad.

"It's not necessarily germaneto thisbriefing,” Van Winkle said, "but why isthe Denver observing by
GSB?'

"| asked them exactly that, Sir. It ppears that when the GSBs were established, they were overlaid on
existing geopoalitica divisons. The Ruling Council indsted that people seldom move beyond the bounds of
the kreiss, or counties, they live and work in. Those counties correspond to the Grafshaftsbezirk
boundaries." He shrugged. "Actua observation tdls usthe Ruling Council waswrong.”



While Congtantine talked, the map display behind him continued to change. Each change showed a
different precinct on a specific date. While any given map was diplayed, black lines of movement turned
ydlow, blue, green, or red. A few of thered lines had lightning bolts around them.

"A few weeks ago,” Congtantine said when it was evident that nobody else had any immediate
questions, "ajunior petty officer in the Surface Intelligence Analysis section got theideathat if he
sequentidly overlaid maps of given GSBs, the maps might show patterns of movement that didn't match
anything the civilians or combat forces would use—even moreif he showed two adjacent GSBs. This
was the first composite he assembled.” He pushed another button and stepped aside so he wouldn't
obstruct anyone's view of the map.

The display showed amap of the adjoining 114th and 129th GSBs. Like the others, it had black lines
that changed color. As soon as dl the lines changed color, al but the red ones blinked out. The map
flickered and displayed a different set of red lines, representing movement the next time the Denver
surveilled those precincts. After asecond, it flickered again, and again after another second. Indl, there
were seventeen different sequential sets of red lines. Congtantine looked at the officers. A few looked
bemused.

"That dmost lookslikeit should mean something,” murmured Commander lankee, the FIST'S
composite air squadron commander.

"Look at it thisway, gr," Congtantine said as he leaned toward the lectern to push another button.
Once morethe red linesflickered on the display, but at much shorter intervals—thistime the display took
three seconds.

Van Winkle drummed hisfingertips on the conference table.

"That doeslook like it means something,” Captain Hasted, the Dragon company commander, said.
"But what?'

"Then the petty officer extrapolated,” Congtantine said softly, and pushed another button. "He assumed
that some lines were continuations of earlier lines and where some lines might have gone had they
continued on their known trgjectories.”

The red lines gppeared afresh on the map. But they didn't jerk about thistime, instead they flowed.
Some flowed briefly and vanished before the seventeen displays completed, others started after the
beginning, afew ran from beginning to end. Some of them crossed the line that divided the two GSBs.

"Did you seethat?' Congtantine asked when the display went blank. "Watch it again." Thelines
flowed. "And then likethis."

Thistimethelinesthat ended early stayed on the display. When the seventeenth display was reached,
al of the termind lines remained on the screen. Some terminated at places marked astowns or other
kinds of settlements. But there were othersthat seemed to vanish into an irregularly shaped
no-man's-land of about eighteen square kilometers.

"What's significant about this, gentlemen,” Congtantine said as he used the laser pointer to draw a
circlearound the group of linesthat led to nowhere, "isthat thereisno city, no town, settlement, farm
barracks, or other reason for alarge number of people to congregatein thisarea. But detailed andysis
indicates that more than two hundred people went into there, and fewer than twenty came out.” He
paused dramaticaly, then said, " Somewhere in there, we bdlieve, is the headquarters of the Montezuma
Brigade of the PLA.

"Providing, of course, that the petty officer's extrapolations are anywhere near accurate. If they're
wrong, thismeans nothing. At any rate, we have smilar displaysfor the possible heedquarters of as many
asten other brigades.”

Brigadier Sturgeon stood up. "Thank you. Lieutenant Congtantine.” Then to the rest, "We have ajob



to do on Wanderjahr. We're about to do it. The XO will give you copies of my Commander's Intent. F-2
will provide those of you for whom we have intelligence with the data you need to make your operationa
plans. The F-3 has basics of the FIST operation plan, which will tell you what kind of support you can
expect in your plans. See F-4 for your logistical requirements. If you have any personnd problems—and
not having enough peopleisn't a problem, werre Marines, we never have enough people—seethe F-I.
Gentlemen, | give you to the XO and my staff. Let's get cracking and do thisthing.”

The officersroseto their feet and stood at attention as their commander |ft the briefing room. Then a
babble broke out as the operationa unit commanders asked questions of each other and the FIST staff.

Once Commander Van Winkle had everything he needed from the FIST staff—or everything he could
get, which wasn't necessarily the same thing—he returned to his headquarters and called the company
and platoon commandersin from thefield for abriefing. He ddliberately |eft the Feldpolizel battaion
commanders out of the loop.

Theinfantry battalion commander didn't indulgein any of the theetrics Lieutenant Congtantine had, he
smply gave the facts—or speculation, as he dso labeled SRA 3d Hummfree's maps. He had stripped the
battalion headquarters company of men enough to field two platoons, each of which was assigned to
GSBs, aswere each of the three infantry platoons of each of the three line companiesin the battdion.
That gave the infantry battalion eeven GSBsto cover. Eight of the eleven had suspected PLA
headquarters within their boundaries or in adjacent ones. All eight had to be hit smultaneoudy to avoid
warnings being given to any that weren't hit. What's more, al eight had to be found. All Van Winkle had
was an areafor each one—the smallest area was a dozen square kilometers, the largest nearly twice that
Sze

The other three suspected HQs were also covered. Brigadier Sturgeon had stripped enough Marines
from his headquarters company to field platoons in two more GSBs. The Dragon company had detached
enough men for three platoons, and the Raptor section of the air squadron another two, so the entire
FIST covered sixteen GSBs.

The biggest problem the Marines faced was trangportation. They needed alot of it. The FIST had only
enough organic trangportation to move nine platoons. But two of the Dragon platoons had suspected
HQsto ded with, so they couldn't be used. Which meant the entire FIST only had enough transport
avallable to movefive platoons of Marines, unlessthe Dragon GSB that didn't have suspected PLA
headquarters pulled out, in which case they could move seven platoons. But even if the Marines had dl of
their organic trangportation available, there till wouldn't be enough to smultaneoudy move the Marines
to all of the suspected headquarters.

And that didn't even begin to count the transportation needed to move the Feldpolize.

Nor did it account for PLA spies finding out about the sudden movement of Marine and Feldpolizei
forces and giving warning to the guerrillas, which was one reason he had | eft the Feldpolizel commanders
out of theloop. The other was a conviction that it was probable the PLA had spieswithin thefield police
organization.

So Commander Van Winkle had to figure out how to move eight Marine platoons and as many FP
battalions into position to search eight areas of suspected concentration and destroy or capture whatever
units they found there—the deventh suspected PLA headquarters was covered by one of the platoons
from FIST HQ. And he had to move them secretly. There was no way it could be done without organic
trangportation, which smply wasn't available.

After briefly telling the company and platoon commanders about how the HQ locations were
discovered, and distributing map chips, he told them of the need for smultaneity and secrecy.

"What do your battdions have in the way of working transportation?' hefinaly asked, then heldup a



hand to forestall quick answers. "'l know how much transportation the battalions have, | need to know
how much you've got that works. Do you have enough that you could move your entire battalions
tomorrow if you had to?'

None of them had enough vehiclesto transport their entire battalions. Seven of the eleven, including six
of the eight platoons that were going guerrilla hunting, had too many red-lined vehicles.

"When thisbriefing isover, tdl logistics what you need to get the vehicles you do have up and running
by the day after tomorrow."

Six endgns and their platoon sergeants exchanged pained glances.

"Now," Van Winklelooked a hiswatch, "it'samaost 1100 hours. Y ou have your map chips. We will
reassemble here at 1500 hoursto review your operationa plans.”

The officersand NCOsrose to attention as Van Winkle | eft the briefing room. There was no babble
when the battalion commander |eft. The company and platoon commanders stared at each other,
gppalled by the amount of work they had to do in only four hours.

They reassembled at 1500 hours. The company commanders and three platoon commanders who
didn't have plansto draw up had helped the eight who did. None of the plans was complete. Everybody
with an operation to run was going to have to walk part of their commandsinto their assgned aress. For
some, it was going to be afour-day walk.

"It'sjust aswdll that nobody will see an entire Feldpolizel battalion mount up and head for the field at
once," was how Van Winkle brushed aside the objections about not having enough transportation.

The battalion commander quickly reviewed the plans, then told his commanders, " The people who
have the farthest to walk move out the day after tomorrow. Lean on your FP commandersto get the rest
of their vehicles running ASAP. But don't tell them why. Don't tell any of your Wanderjahrians about this
operation ahead of time." He paused and looked off into nowhere for amoment, then said, "Tell them
you're under ordersto step up patrolling and that's why you're sending more people out now. I'll call the
FP commandersin for abriefing the day before your main forces head out. The fewer people who know
what's going on, the better.

"I'll coordinate your activities," he said in wrapping up, "not only among you, but with the rest of the
FIST. I'll dsowork on getting additiond air support from the Denver.

"By theway," he said gernly. "The three of you who didn't have operations of your own to
plan—ingtead of helping the otherswith theirs, you should have been making plansfor functioning as
reaction forces or reinforcements.

"But," he glanced a the console monitor on which held reviewed the operation plans, "I haveto say
that under the circumstances, you did an outstanding job in the time you had. Now get back to your
commands and get ready to kick some serious ass. To as great an extent as possible, include your
Marinesin the planning process. They're the ones who'll be leading the FPsin what could be the biggest
fight they've ever beenin.”

The day's briefing was over.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

The 257th Feldpolizel Battalion had only enough surface and air vehiclesto transport haf itsmen, so
Company A and part of Company C had to walk to the craggy and crevassed areaintelligence had
tentatively identified as home to the headquarters of the Che Loi Brigade of the Peoples Liberation Army.
When the FPs moved out, al they knew was that they were going on an extended patrol by platoons.



Vanden Hoyt and Bass had been clear in giving the Marinesthefind briefing before their departure:
the day before you reach the area of operations, you will tell your people we just got information about a
concentration of guerrillasin the area. They are not to know ahead of time,

What nobody said but everybody understood was that the guerrillas had spies somewherein the
Feldpolizel, even if not in the 257th. Charlie Bass accompanied the Company A command group;
Lieutenant vanden Hoyt would follow later with the rest of the battaion. The platoon routes of march and
initid objective were tangentia to the objective, so no onewould know that was where they were
headed.

Someone got cute when it cametimeto assign cal radio signs. Commander Van Winkle's battaion
headquarters unit was "Farmer.” The 257th Feldpolizel Battalion HQ unit was "Henhouse." The 257th's
three company HQ unitswere"Hens," Hen A, Hen B, and Hen C. The platoons were "Chicks," and the
sectionswere " Peeps.”

The members of the 257th FP had a confidence in themselves that would have been unimaginable two
short months earlier, and, despite some good-natured grumbling, most were looking forward to the
operation. Many of them even hoped to encounter bandits. Some of them resented the way they had
been used as ersatz blocking forces when Company A'sfirgt platoon found the ambush and the Marines
wiped it out without any assistance from them, and they wanted to prove to the Marines that they were
competent. And ever since Company A's second platoon's second shift had taken out that four-man
observation post without suffering any injuriesitsdf, the entire battalion had become amost eager for
combat.

The Marines knew where they were going and what their objective was when they got there. Their
reaction to waking was mixed.

Chan was glad they were going on ahead of the others because that gave him three more daysto train
his shift under actud field conditions.

Macllargie grumbled. Hed been taken in by the recruiting dogan, " Join the Marines and see the
universe." He complained about fal se advertis ng—the dogan hadn't said anything about seeing the
universe one step at atime.

Godenov didn't particularly like having to walk ether. But, despite the success heldd had with hisshift in
wiping out that observation post, he wasn't fully confident that his men would aways do what he said,
and, like Chan, liked the fact that he had the extratimeto train hismen in obeying ordersin thefield.

Being glad or complaining never occurred to Schultz. Hewas aMarine. To Schultz, there were only
three proper ways for aMarine to move into combat—over the beach in a Dragon, on a combat assault
in ahopper, or on foot. There was no beachhead to take, no immediate assault to launch. So they
walked. It was the natural order of things.

Corpora Doyledidn't voice any complaints. That didn't mean he didn't have any, merely that he didn't
say them out loud. After dl, he was the senior company clerk. What was he doing out there, walking for
three days toward an area thought to be crawling with guerrillas? And then snooping and pooping
through that areatrying to find those guerrillas? He should be back in anice, snug headquarters
somewhere, he thought, noodling with acomputer, instead of being out where there was ahigh
probability someone would shoot at him.

Two days out from the 257th's headquarters the land gradually changed from gently rolling flatlands to
low hills, though the floraand fauna mostly seemed to be the same. Hochbaums still climbed toward the
clouds, and the grogpdms <till grew in family groups, but more common among them now were the
Spikers, treestdler than the grospa ms but with narrower boles, from which grew nearly horizontal spirdl
branches. The undergrowth was a bit thicker by then, patches of low-lying succulents.

Thelarge grazers caled sheep chomped contentedly on the tops of the grospams, and the bigger



ones, the cows, stretched up to the juiciest leaves of the giants, but both species avoided the spikers.
Smaller quadrupeds the Marines hadn't seen before—beasts alittle smaler than Earth e ephants—with
beaked mouths and knobbly red, green, and gray mottled hides, ripped and nibbled at the spiky foliage
and gobbled up the low-lying succulents. The Wanderjahrians said these were called goats. They dso
told the Marines to keep arespectful distance from them because, like their namesakes, the beaked
animals were short tempered.

Schultz didn't concern himself with the goats any more than he did with the cows or sheep. Hed come
to accept that the huge animas were just dumb food animals. So he didn't pay much attention when he
saw two bipeds dowly mincing through the underbrush in the direction of an isolated cow. The animas
had huge heads with disproportionately large mouths and long, pointed teeth, and he saw that their
forelimbs were so smal asto bevirtudly useless. Their hides were coarsdly striped grayish green and tan,
agood match for the pattern of tree trunks against a green background.

Maybe it was just a psychologica defensive reaction on Schultz's part—animals such as he saw on
Wanderjahr were too big to understand, so he ignored them. He kept waking and looking all around for
danger until he noticed that he was the only member of firgt platoon's first shift who was on hisfeet.

Schultz spotted Acting Assistant Shift Sergeant Kharim nearby and dropped to one knee next to him.
"Why did everybody stop?' he whispered, peering beyond the animasfor any sign of people.

Wordlessly, Kharim pointed at the two bipeds.
"So? They're acouple of pigs, or whatever you cal them. What's the problem?”

Kharim twisted around to look up at Schultz's face, which seemed to hover in midair above him. His
eyeswere wide and his mouth atight rictus smile. Hisface was covered with a sheen of nervous swest.
"Shift Sergeant Schultz," he gasped, "those are not pigs. They aretigers.”

"Tigers?' Schultz looked back toward the bipeds. They were much closer to the cow now. Both had
hunkered down, holding their heads so low their jaws amost brushed the tops of the low bushes. Their
massive legs made abrupt, jerky movements, like abull pawing the ground getting ready to charge.

Claws aslong asfighting knives on the tigers feet raked deep gougesin the hard dirt. For thefirst time,
Schultz noticed that the bipeds eyes faced front rather than to the sides, like the other animas hed
seen—and those front-facing eyes were fixed intently on the huge cow. On every world Schultz had been
on, he suddenly remembered, only arboreal animals and predators had front-facing eyes. With massive
heads and shriveled forelimbs, he knew the animals were not tree dwellers.

Schultz lowered himsdlf to his belly and hoped the tigers had no sense of smell.
Suddenly, the tiger nearer the cow screamed and charged toward its front end.

The prey anima snapped its head around at the noise. Then, with an agility and speed astonishing in o
bulky an animal, it soun about so it faced away from the charging hunter and swung itstail at it likea
whip. Thetiger veered off beforeit got in range of the swing of the heavy tail, and the blow, which
looked powerful enough to crush the tiger, missed.

The second predator raced in as soon as the cow began to turn away from the first hunter. The only
sound it made was the thunderous pounding of itsfeet asit charged. The cow's long neck was twisted
around so it could watch the first tiger over its shoulder. It saw the second one coming fast, and even
faster, sounto swing itstail at it. But that maneuver exposed its flank to the first one, which darted in and
toreahunk of fleshfromitssde.

The cow honked out in pain, arched its back, bringing itsfront and rear feet closer together, and
stomped those massive feet on the ground, turning rapidly in atight circle, with itstail dashing from side
to side with bone-crushing force.

The two predators weaved around their prey in opposite directions, confusing the huge beast and



keeping out of reach of itstail. The cow's head swung about in counterpoint to itstail, its neck jinking up
and down aswell as Sideto sidein an attempt to keep out of reach of the dashing, snapping jaws of its
tormentors.

Trees shook violently from the pounding of the feet of the three huge animasin their dance of degth.

Every time one of thetigers saw an opening, it legped in to gouge out another piece of flesh. The cow's
stomping, twirling, and lashing became more frantic asits honks of pain and fear became louder and
higher. Blood flowed and flew from the woundsin its sdes and belly, and ran from the corners of the
predators mouths as they gobbled the hunks of meat they ripped from its Sides.

When thefirst tiger screamed to begin the attack, al the other grazers had turned to look. The cows
and sheep saw they weren't under immediate attack and loped away. The half-dozen goatsin the area
gathered together and stood in acircle facing outward. They flexed their shoulders and rippled their
backs, and long, thick spikesthat had lain flat and unnoticed againgt their shoulders swung forward to
protrude past their lowered heads.

The spinning of the cow under attack dowed, and its head swung more dowly side to sde—it couldn't
keep up the manic movement. Thetigers also dowed their weaving and darting and began more
methodically looking for openingsin the bigger animal's defensive maneuverings. Suddenly, just as one of
the tigers moved in front of it, the cow reared up onto its tripod and crashed down, lunging at the tiger
withitsforeegs.

Thetiger jJumped back, but not fast enough, and aglancing blow from the cow's foot sent it tumbling
and screaming in surprise and pain. The cow bolted past its downed tormentor. But beforeit could get
more than afew steps, the second tiger dashed under the base of itstail and locked its jaws onto the
back of itsthigh. The cow honked louder than before at the new agony. It again reared up into itstripod
and tried to it on the tiger latched onto its hindquarters, but that tiger jerked its head to the Side, pulled
back on its powerful hind legs, and staggered backward with a huge hunk of meet in its mouth, which it
chomped on once and swallowed.

Off balance, the cow sat heavily and tumbled onto its side.

As soon asthe cow began itsrall to the side, the firdt tiger darted in and tore aman-size strip of flesh
from the cow's belly. A loop of intestine bubbled out of the wound, and the Sight sent thetigersinto a
frenzy. One of them jumped onto the cow and raked deep gougesin its Sde with its claws. The cow
struggled to roll over onto itslegs so it could stand, but the weight of the tiger on top of it prevented that.
Thefirst tiger bolted toward the cow's front end with its mouth wide open and bit down powerfully on its
neck. Asfar away as hewas, Schultz could hear the shattering of bones.

The cow spasmed, throwing both attackers off. Free of thetigers, it struggled to regain its footing but
couldn'. Its head and half its neck lay limp on the ground. Its honks were low and feeble.

Thetigers stood watching from a short distance away, their chests heaving from the effort of bringing
down the huge prey animal. Then they dowly moved toward its back. When the cow's struggles began to
dow, thetigersclosed in oniit to eat the ill-living beast.

Kharim nudged Schultz. "L et's go before the wolves come," he whispered harshly.
"Wolves?' Schultz croaked. He got to hisfeet. "Lead theway," he said.

* % %

Staff Sergeant Bass brought the Marines together for afinal briefing when they reached the turnoff for
the possible guerrilla headquarters area. He had very little to say that they didn't already know. They
wereto tdl their shifts about the suspected headquarters. The rest of the 257th Feldpolizei had been
transported to the other side of the target area and was about to enter it from there, so the two forces
might be able to catch the guerrillasin a pincer movement. They were to break into shiftsto search the



area. Unusual sunspot activity was building on the locd star, so they were told to be prepared for
scrambled communications and to be ready to receive on the string-of-pearls frequency if they couldn't
hear messages any other way. Unfortunatdly, if they had to rely on the string-of -pearls, communications
would be one-way—their helmet radios weren't powerful enough to transmit to the string-of-pearls.

Deep ravines cut through the area, and jagged crags of igneous rock thrust up through the thin topsoil.
Theflatland giants didn't grow there; there wasn't enough level ground to support them. Lacking enough
gpace to propagate, the grospalmslived in smaller families. The spikers were more common. Two new
types of trees dominated. One was an odd-looking growth with atrunk almost asthick asit was high.
Between two and four meters above the ground the trunks split into severd massive limbswhich quickly
gplit again into less massive branches that twisted and wound about in a Medusass coif. Gnarly roots
splayed widdly in the surface dirt to anchor them. The other kind of tree had adender trunk that seldom
rose ten meters. The trees shaggy branches sprouted along their entire lengths, and they resembled
unkempt conifers. Thefernlike plants that spotted the ground between the trees grew only ahaf meter in
height; smaller ones grew from cracksin the jutting rocks where trees couldn't gain purchase.

"How are we supposed to find anybody in here?' Godenov complained when Company A'sfirst
platoon assembled at the end of the first day's search. The lead elements of the battalion's two forces had
met in the middle of the search area, and there had been no contact with or sign of the guerrillas.

Schultz gave him ahard look. "We look for them," he said. Godenov swallowed and stopped
complaning.

Vanden Hoyt and Bass joined their command units and set up a battalion command postin a
defengble high spot near the middle of the search area. From there they would be able to communicate
with al of the platoons and shifts wherever they were in this gouged and tangled wilderness.

"I wonder why the guerrillas aren't using this as an observation post,” vanden Hoyt remarked when he
first saw the hollowed crown of the basat mound that was the highest spot in the area. He saw no debris
left over from human occupation.

Bassdidn't see any sign of occupation either, but drew adifferent conclusion. "1 think they aren't using
it now because the observers ran when we got too close.”

Vanden Hoyt gave him a speculative look.

Bass nodded toward anarrow crevasse in the side of the hollow. A crack led from the top of therim
down to the bottom of the bowl. Near its bottom the crack enlarged into ahole nearly half ameter wide
and more than ameter high.

"A smdl man could dip through there very eedily,” Basssaid.
"Y ou think the guerrillas are hiding in caves and that's the entrance to one?"

Bass|ooked away from the crack, out over the rim of the hollow at the surrounding, tortured
landscape. Instead of replying, he made a gesture. The gesture said, "Everybody out of here.”

Vanden Hoyt looked at the experienced NCO for amoment and glanced at the mysterious satchel
Bass had brought along. He decided that Charlie Bass must have avery good reason for wanting
everybody to leave quietly. He dso gestured the few members of the battalion staff who werein the
hollow to leave. Hefollowed his own ingruction and left aswell.

When Bass was done, he squatted next to the cleft, his blaster ready in case he needed it. Directing
hisvoiceinto the crack, he said very clearly, in aconversationd volume, "If anybody'sin there, | suggest
you move back, far back. For your sake, | hope you've got another way out.” Then he took the satchel
he'd been carrying and exposed its control pand. He made an adjustment on the pandl, recovered it, and



tossed the satchd into the crack. He remained squatting and listened carefully. He heard afaint sound,
perhaps someone moving deep insde the cave. Satisfied that there wasn't someone nearby who would
throw the satchel back out, heroseto hisfeet and left the hollow. Just outside, standing far enough down
the side of the peak so only his head showed above the rim, he looked back at the crevasse. Nothing
had changed or moved. He pulled aremote control out of a pocket while keeping his eyes on the crack.
"Fireinthehole" he said softly, then ducked down and pressed a button.

A loud explosion, magnified by the walls of the cleft and the Sdes of the hollow, blasted out over the
land. The force of the concussion amost knocked Bass from his perch, even though he had a
severa-foot-thick dab of basalt between himsalf and the explosion. He regained his balance and listened.
All he heard was the sound of falling rocks and gravel. He gave the worst of the dust kicked up by the
explosion amoment to begin to settle, then stood and looked back into the bowl. Its uneven floor was
covered with rock fragments. Across the hollow, the explosion had opened a second fissure in the rock,
and awedge of basalt had dropped down tofill itin.

"So that'swhy you wanted usto bring chemical explosives,”" vanden Hoyt said as he rgjoined Bass.

"Satchel charge," Bassreplied. "A long time ago Marines called them 'bunker busters.” | knew this
areawas riddled with caves and that we'd need away to close them. Sometimes old methods are il
very useful.”

"Y ou do think they'rein caves, don't you?'

Bass nodded. " The string-of -pearls saw alot more people enter this areathan I€eft it. Our people
haven't seen any sign of people on the surface. They must be underground.” He cocked his heed at the
lieutenant. | pulled tunnd rat duty once on Minh. It'saredly nasty job. If we go down after them, we
have to be prepared to lose alot of field police. If wewere adl Marines, we could do it. Even though we
outnumber the rebels by more than two to one and our Marines are in chameleons, most of our people
are FPs. We could very easly lose thisfight.”

"Wadl, we better get our people started finding cave entrances.”
Bass nodded. He knew hewas going to hate this.

"C-C-Commander," the panting runner reported, "the Confederation Marines and the oligarchs troops
have sealed the entrance to San Juan.”

Hing kept hisface bland. Thiswas bad news, he'd lost his best observation spot. It dso might mean
the enemy knew his brigade wasin the caves. "How deep did they sedl it?'

"To adepth of at least three meters. Commander. They used explosives. A dab of roof fell into the
tunnd.”

Hing knew explosives were used; he'd felt the tremor. But adab of rock that big... If the Marines or
the Feldpolizel occupied San Juan, he wouldn't be able to eavesdrop on them through that thickness of
rock.

"Have they occupied any of the other observation posts?!
The runner shook his head. "Commander, al | know about is San Juan is blocked."

Hing ordered the runner to return to his post, then leaned back in his chair to think for amoment.
Abruptly, he sat erect and started giving commands.

"We must assume they know we arein caves,”" he began. "Since they seded San Juan instead of
entering it, either they are going to try to seal dl the entrances to this complex and hope we die that way,
or they want to seal some so they can enter through the remainder and try to kill us directly. Unsedl the



escape tunnels. WEl sed them back up on our way out. If they get in, we can be waiting for them when
they come back out. And we have our little surprises...”

Lieutenant Pincote smiled, revealing her pointed teeth. She was ddlighted at the prospect of loosing the
wolves on the unsuspecting lackeys and their Marines. She still wasn't moving with full freedom, but the
synthskin was grafting well. Medic Cildair had agreed she was ready to return, if not to full field duty.

Hing dmost glared a her. "Y ou will not release the wolves until | direct you to,” he sngpped. "When
you do, you will report directly back to meimmediately afterward.”

Pincote's grin dipped only alittle before she nodded acknowledgment of the order.

The next morning, Bass was struggling with the radio to coordinate the movements of al the platoons
and sections as they moved into position to blow the cave entrances they weren't going to enter. But a
massive solar flare was messing up the ionosphere. The Marine squad-leader company commanders had
radiosthat relayed sgnasthrough the string-of-pearls, but the only communication he had with the other
Marineswas line-of-9ght—and the terrain prevented him from having line-of-sght communications with
more than afew of them. He had to have the string-of -pearlsrelay his signals back to the platoon and
shift leaders, but those Marines couldn't sgna back to him the same way; they had to relay through their
company HQ units. Coordination was difficult.

Vanden Hoyt was poring over the small bits of data he'd been able to locate on the subsurface
structure of that patch of badlands, leaching out any bit of information he could pass on that would help
the Marines and their men when they went underground. A call camein over the high-command net.

"Well, I'll be," Bass muttered as he listened to the gist of the message. Then into theradio he said,
"Wait onefor the Sx Actud." He turned toward vanden Hoyt. "Ensign, you gotta hear this."

The two Marines and their FP counterparts listened to the new orders that came over the scrambled
circuit, then looked at each other in stunned silence for along moment.

Findly, vanden Hoyt took the radio handset. "We're patched through the string of-pearls?* he asked.
Bass nodded, and vanden Hoyt said into theradio, "All Hen, Chick, and Peep Actuals, thisis Henhouse
Actud. All Hen, Chick, and Peep Actudsup. | say again, al Marinesreport to the Henhouse. Leave
your Chicks and Peepsin place. They areto take no offensive action in your absence; they may take
defensive action only. Chick and Peep Actuals acknowledge to your Hen Actuas. Hen Actuas
acknowledge to me once your Chicks and Pegps are on their way." He gave the handset back to the
radioman. "Well, what do you know," he said softly.

Bass smply shook his head. Then they settled back to wait. It would take a couple of hours or more
for dl the Marinesto arrive.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Brigadier Sturgeon'slandcar wound itsway dowly up the long road to Kurt Arschmann'svilla. The
drive reminded Claypoole of thefirgt vist he had made there with the Brigadier shortly after their arriva
on Wanderjahr. Commander Peters had been with them then. How long ago that seemed now. Thistime
Ambassador Spears sat next to the brigadier. And this time the entire Council would be gathered at
Arschmann'svillato hear the ambassador and the brigadier give their final report on the 34th FIST's
mission to Wanderjahr.

Claypoole's mind drifted back to Maggie again. He never mentioned her to anyone anymore, not even
to Dean, but he was aways thinking of her, wondering what would have happened if she hadn't been
killed. What was her real name? Goddamn, he couldn't even remember it! Hisface turned red with
suppressed rage and frugtration. They'd never found her killer. To young Lance Corpora Rachman



Claypoole, that was probably the one piece of unfinished business the Marines would leave on
Wanderjahr.

Dean sat in the rearmost seat, gazing back down the road. It was a beautiful day on Wanderjahr. The
windows of thetaller buildingsin the heart of Brosigville glinted in the early-morning sunlight. Hed come
to like the place, despite the tragedy that had plagued it in recent months, because it was where Hway
lived, and though he'd be leaving very soon and would most likely never see the young woman again, the
thought of her warmed him.

Ambassador Jay Benjamin Spears pulled contemplatively at his beard, not paying much attention to
the passing countryside. His beard was full of gray and the once-dark mat of hair on hishead was very
thin and streaked with gray. The Confederation Council had aready approved his request for retirement,
and he was thinking ahead to settling down and enjoying his remaining years. He was not thinking of the
unpleasant business that would present itself in only afew minutes. He knew what had to be done, and he
would do it. He patted the document folded in a breast pocket and then turned his thoughts back to a
future of hunting rare books and mapsin exatic cities.

Commissioner Alois Landser sat beside Chief Long. He was dressed in hismost splendid uniform that
morning, as befit amomentous occasion. He knew now who had been responsible for his brother's
death, and he was going to see that justice was done to that person. A tiny rivulet of perspiration trickled
down theleft Sde of hisface.

Chief Hugh Long lounged in his seat. Hed met some truly fine people on Wanderjahr and taken care
of some very nasty ones. That was hisjob. The morning would be asuperb finish to avery difficult
mission. Some eggs would till be broken, but—he shrugged mentally—they were bad eggs anyway.

Brigadier Ted Sturgeon sat tiffly in his seat, staring ahead at theroad asit unwound. By then
Arschmann'svillawas clearly visble Therays of the morning sun illuminated itswalls brilliantly. He
thought back to the morning held met Lorelel Keutgens here, and of the sunlit garden behind
Arschmann's conference room that wafted such a beautiful aromathrough the open windows. They had
come along way sincethen, he reflected bitterly. But now it was over, and he would do hisduty this
morning as he had doneit every morning dl hisadult life.

The parking lot was full of landcars when the brigadier's party drove up. They dismounted and entered
the villa. "Keep your wegpons ready,” the brigadier whispered to Dean and Claypoole. Commissioner
Landser smiled.

* * *

The composition of the Wanderjahrian Ruling Council had changed significantly since Kurt Arschmann
had convinced it to ask for assistance from the Confederation of Worlds. Turbat Nguyen-Multan was
now light-years from Wanderjahr, facing the rest of hislifein prison. Gretel Siebensberg was represented
by her chief minister, until her estate could be settled and passed on to some successor. Death, by natura
causes, had come to Oligarch Mannlicher, so Carmago Kampot Khong, as heir apparent, had
succeeded to his position on the Council.

The oligarchs sat expectantly about the Council table, waiting for Ambassador Spears to make the
specia statement that had brought them together that fine morning. With the great successesthe
Feldpolizel had been enjoying recently over the bandits, there was no doubt in any of their mindsthat he
was going to formally announce that the Marines mission had been atotal success. Already the Marines
were beginning to turn the Feldpolizel GSBs back to their commanders, and the Marines responsible for
training them were about to return to Brosigvill€'s port, preparatory to their departure.

The table had been arranged so that Chairman Arschmann sat with his back to the window that
looked out over hisforma gardens. The window was open. The other oligarchs sat on either side of their
chairman. Brigadier Sturgeon and his party were escorted into the chamber by the secretary who had



recently replaced the dead Kaat Uxmal.

The party bowed respectfully toward the oligarchs, and while Brigadier Sturgeon and Ambassador
Spears remained standing, the others took seats opposite the conference table.

"Chairman Arschmann, Mrs. Keutgens, gentlemen,” Ambassador Spears began. "'On behdf of the
Confederation of Worlds, | wish to announce that our mission to secure the safety and peace of the
people of Wanderjahr isformally ended." He wasinterrupted by applause from the oligarchs. "We have
afew detailsto work out before we can withdraw our forces, but essentiadly the Feldpolize isnow afully
trained, fully equipped combat force capable of ensuring that the rebellion that has plagued your world
does not bresk out again." More applause. "Next week representatives of the Peoples Liberation Army
will appear before you to negotiate a settlement.”

This statement was followed by amazed silence. They had not been informed about that in the periodic
Stuation briefings Brigadier Sturgeon had given them over the past months. Chairman Arschmann broke
the silence. "But you said the rebellion has been crushed. Why do we need to negotiate with anybody?"

"Because you will," Ambassador Spears answered. "The guerrillacommanders have agreed to lay
down their arms providing you grant them certain concessions.” He pulled the folded piece of paper out
of his pocket and handed it to Chairman Arschmann, who read it quickly and, alook of profound disgust
on hisface, passed it to Lorelel Keutgens asif it were apoisonous reptile. "Thisisamost irregular
demand, Mr. Ambassador,” he almost shouted, turning red in the face. "Mogt irregular—and illega!”

Ambassador Spears smiled and nodded. "Y es, it isirregular, Mr. Chairman. And considering the finer
points of interplanetary law, it may aso be, asyou say, ‘illegd.’ But | don't give agood goddamn. Y our
granting these demands will save many lives and restore peace to thisworld. That'swhy you're going to
grant them. But did you serioudy think you could use the Confederation Marinesto shore up this
medieval fiefdom you've created for yoursalves here on Wanderjahr?' He fixed an icy stare upon the
Council members, his face suddenly flushed with righteous anger. ™Y ou are a collection of greedy
throwbacks to the days of the Hansegtic League. Y our ancestors exploited the homeless and poor of
Old Earth's most unfortunate populations to settle thisworld, and ever since, you have held these people
invirtud thral to your own economic interests. That is now over."

Carmago Khong stood up. "And it isabout time!" he said loudly. "These bandits are our own children,
some of them. I've said all dong, Kurt, Lori, al of you, that we should have negotiated with them instead
of caling in the Confederation! Wdl, now wewill, and | say it'sagood thing for Wanderjahr. Thank you,
Mr. Ambassador.” He sat down.

"Y ou cannot enforce this outrageous demand!™ Arschmann shouted.

"We can and we will," Brigadier Sturgeon announced. A shadow cast itself across the conference
table asaman appeared in the window just behind Arschmann. With the bright sunlight streaming in from
behind thefigure, it was asolid black to the seated oligarchs, but there was no doubt the man was a
combat-loaded Marine, blaster at port arms. He legped lightly to the floor and stood just behind and
dightly to theleft of Chairman Arschmann.

Captain Thomas, commander of the landing party, was followed by forty of hismen. Silently they took
up positions behind the seated oligarchs. Just before first light they had landed by hopper afew
kilometers from Arschmann's villaand marched unseen into the woods on the other side of the garden,
wherethey'd remained slently in hiding until asgnd from the Denver had aerted them that the brigadier
was approaching the main entrance to the palace.

"With the redeployment of my men from thefield, | now have the combat strength to ensure that these
negotiations proceed successfully,” the brigadier said. "1 warn dl of you that any res stance to the peace
process will be met with force. And one more thing. By next week those of you who do not now have
Feldpalizel garrisonsin your Staats will have them, and you will cooperate with the garrison commanders



to ensure the peaceiskept." Thiswasdirected principaly a Klaus von Hauptmann and Turbat
Nguyen-Multan'sfactor, a hulking, totally bald man named Bu Lon, who was representing Multan's
interests until asuccessor could be found to replace him.

There was aroar from outside the conference room as two hopperslanded on the lawnsin front of the
main entrance to the building. V oices sounded, shouting in darm, and people could be heard running
through the corridors of the building. The proceedings in the Council chamber hated for afew seconds
and then the doors burst open and in marched Lieutenant Constantine with Shift Leader Lyiesand a
group of Brosigville city police, escorting threetightly manacled men. Chief Long and Commissioner
Landser stood up. They moved forward to the center of the room while Brigadier Sturgeon and
Ambassador Spearstook the chairs they'd just vacated. The four had choreographed the move carefully
to achieve ano-fooling, parade ground effect.

Claypoole turned to Dean and sighed. They both relaxed. With the appearance of the police and
Marines, there would now be no need for the side arms they were carrying. Claypoole decided to get
himsdlf transferred back to the company ASAP; he was getting mighty tired of being Brigadier Sturgeon's
point man.

"| absolutely refuse to be surprised by anything anymore today,” Oligarch Hans Rauscher said, and
sghed wearily.

"Kurt Arschmann,” Chief Long said formaly, "asthe chief police officer representing the attorney
genera of the Confederation of Worldsin this sector of Human Space, | hereby place you under arrest.”
A gasp rose from the oligarchs at this announcement. "'Y ou are being charged with the attempted murder
of Commander Ralph Peters, acitizen of the Confederation and an officer of the Confederation Marine
Corpswho was on officid duty in the Staat of Morgenluft on Samstag, the fourth day of the month of..."

Two Marines grabbed Arschmann and hauled him to hisfeet. They dragged him around the
conference table and shoved him into the arms of the waiting police officers. He screamed and cursed
and struggled dl theway. Cdmly, Chief Long finished his statement of charges.

"Kurt, you bastard! | knew it wasyou all dong!" Lorelel Keutgens screamed.
"I smply refuse to be further surprised anymore today," Hans Rauscher muttered.

"Madame." Chief Long bowed toward the matriarch. "His chief accomplice was one of your very own
ministers. Heis here now," he nodded toward the three men the police officers had brought in with them,
"and we have hisfull confesson.”

"Madame." Commissioner Landser made a sweeping bow before Lordel Keutgens, nearly touching
the floor with hisright arm. "Asthe chief law enforcement officer of Arschland, | wish to announce, most
respectfully, that | hereby arrest you for the bombing of the Marine headquarters that was responsible for
the deaths of thirty-seven of our citizens." The remaining oligarchs gasped, and the blood drained from
Lorde Keutgenssface. "And dso | arrest you for the murder of Gretd Siebensherg and her people.”
The blood now rushed back into Lorela’'sface and her eyes blazed in fierce anger. Watching her from
where he sat. Brigadier Sturgeon thought he/d never seen awoman so aive and beautiful.

"Y ou have no proof and you have no jurisdiction over me," Lorele answered, keegping her voice under
control with difficulty.

"Madame, do you recognize that man, the short onein the gray tunic? Y ou should. Heisin your
employ. He set the bomb and we have hisfull confession. Y ou were vigiting Arschland the day the bomb
was planted. In fact, you met with Brigadier Sturgeon and Ambassador Spearsin thisvery room that
day. That man was your driver on the occasion. Through him we identified the men in the party that
murdered Mother Siebensberg, and they are also in custody. We brought the man aong thismorning so
he could tell your colleagues about his part in the plot.”



Landser smiled. "We were able to identify the man because Lance Corporal Dean," he nodded
toward the Marine, "smelled explosives residue on him the morning Ambassador Spears and Brigadier
Sturgeon met with you and Chairman Arschmann in thisvery room."

"Brigadier!" Lorelei shouted. "Ted, this—this popinjay isout of hismind! Y ouwon't let him arrest me,
will you?'

Brigadier Sturgeon did not answer. Instead he nodded to Captain Thomas, who gently placed a hand
on her shoulder.

"Y ou have no jurisdiction!" she shouted.

"I don't need any, maam," the captain replied quietly. He put one hand under her arm and gently
levered the woman to her feet. A Marine took her other arm and together they escorted her into the arms
of thewaiting police officers.

Hans Rauscher, who was delighted at the morning's surprising devel opments becauise they meant now
he could relax and enjoy life so long as he cooperated with the new regime, turned to Manfred
Kaserstuhl, stting beside him, and whispered, "Manny, wake me when the current rash of surprisesis
over, will you?'

"Gentlemen." Klaus von Hauptmann spoke for thefirgt time. "We require afull explanation of these
charges. Y ou can't just barge in here, make dlegations, and haul off the members of this Council
like—like common criminas." Privately, von Hauptmann was very thankful he hadn't been charged with
anything, since held cooperated with Turbat Nguyen-Multan on severa smuggling enterprises. Oligarch
Max Picker, Stting just to von Hauptmann'sright, smiled to himsdlf. Hed always left businessto his
factor, and the other oligarchs, he knew, despised him as amere playboy. Well, let them fume and fuss
over al thismess, he thought. First thing next week he would depart on along vacation, far away from
Wanderjahr, some world where there were plenty of sun-warmed beaches, casinos, and unattached
women.

"Sir," Chief Long answered, "our entire investigation will be made available to you, and every stage of
the legal proceedingswill be opento full public scrutiny. And, sir, I've arrested ‘'common criminas al my
life, and these two make most of them look like decent. God-fearing citizens."

Commissioner Landser stepped over to where the policemen were putting the cuffson Lorde
Keutgens. "Madame," he said to her quietly, "I havedl thejurisdiction’ | need to arrest you for crimes
committed herein Arschland, and when we are finished with you, | will turn you over to the authoritiesin
Friedland. | understand why you bombed the Marine headquarters, but may | ask, why did you fed it
necessary to murder poor old Gretel Siebensberg?”

"I murdered no one!" Lorele shouted defiantly, wincing as the arresting officer double-locked the cuffs
on her wrigts. "But I'll tell you what, you ridiculouslittle fop. That Bible-thumping bitch was a colossal
boredl her life. And you," shewhirled on Kurt Arschmann, "I only regret | was unable to pay you back
for trying to kill me and my family, you bastard! What happened to Gretel was child's play compared to
what | had in storefor you."

Arschmann made alopsided smile. "Lori, we should've gotten married after that worthless husband of
yours died. Wed have made a perfect team. Asitis" he sighed in mock sorrow, "maybe we can
convince Commissioner Landser to give us adjoining cdlls. We could scratch each other to death through
the bars."

"No chance. Y ou go offworld,” Chief Long rumbled. "She stays here." He nodded to the policemen to
escort the prisoners back to Brosigville.

"Wait! One moment, please,”" Lorde said. She twisted around and fixed her gaze on Brigadier
Sturgeon. "Ted, may | say something to you in private? Just amoment, please?' The brigadier hesitated,



and then walked over to Lorelel and lowered hishead to hear her. "Ted," shewhispered in hisear, "l
never meant you or your men any harm. What | did | did for the good of Morgenluft, not for mysdlf. Wil
you see that Hway and the children arelooked after?

He straightened up and stared at her for amoment, contemplating briefly the possibilities the woman
had presented to him. He shook hishead. She belonged injail. "The Council will take care of your
family," he replied coldly before making atired gesture toward the police officers, who led her away.
Wearily, hetook his seat. "Finish it off, will you. Jay?" he said to Ambassador Spears.

"Gentlemen,” Spears announced, "there is one more piece of unfinished business. With Chairman
Arschmann, uh, out of circulation, the Council needs anew chairman. Wewill spare you the difficulty of
picking someone. Y our new chairman isthe Honorable Carmago Kampot Khong. He has our full
backing and you will cooperate with him in every way. The guerrilladeegation is due here tomorrow. |
suggest you consider serioudy how best to meet their terms.

"These proceedings are now ended.”

* % %

"S0?" Chairman Khong asked. He was sharing anightcap with Brigadier Sturgeon and Chief Long in
his hotd suite. "Did you pull afast one on us?'

The brigedier smiled. "Tel him." He nodded at Chief Long.

"No, sr, wedid not," the chief responded. "It just took usawhileto figureit al out. | must say, it was
Aloiswho broke the case for us. He has his spies and informants everywhere, and it was through them
we put the finger on the men who acted on behdf of the oligarchs."”

Chairman Khong raised an eyebrow. "Well, | surely hope he doesn't employ any of those peoplein
my sarvice"

"He probably does," Chief Long answered, and they all laughed. ™Y ou know, Aloisand Lorele
Keutgens both had mefooled. At first | thought Alois couldn't do anything but strut. And with Lori, well,
| redlly thought we could trust that woman. Shewas <0... 0..."

"Charming," Brigadier Sturgeon said. "Y es, ‘charming’; she charmed medl to hell." He grimaced. "And
Ambassador Spears.” They were all reminded of the story about the ambassador's marriage proposa
and laughed again.

"And metoo, gentlemen,” Khong added, "and I've known her alot longer than any of you." He shook
his head.

"She and Arschmann were in deadly competition for power on this planet,” Chief Long said.
" Arschmann concelved the idea of getting usto intervene, to clear up the problem with the guerrillaswhile
he eliminated his competitors among you oligarchs. He was thefirst oneto redizeit was Lori who tried to
wipe out the Marines headquarters. She too wanted usto take aswipe at the guerrillas, get them out of
the way while she worked on her real competition. And then Arschmann tried to get rid of her."

"And Lori had Gretd murdered? It's hard to believe her capable of such acrime,” Khong mused,
gpping from hiswineglass.

"Wadl, sheknew dl dong it was Arschmann who'd attacked her, but Gretel was a vulnerable target.
Lori set the massacre up so wed pin it on the guerrillas. She knew we'd see through the ruse eventualy,
but she thought we'd blame the massacre on Arschmann sinceit didn't take us long to conclude hed
attacked Morgenluft. It did look &t first asif hewas methodicaly eiminating the other members of the
Council. But the evidence hanging that deed on the guerrillas was so transparent once we began to look
intoit that | think she planned dl dong that we'd pin it on Arschmann. Who'd ever suspect her? Clever
woman. We never suspected her until Kalat Uxma spilled the beansto Alais, just before he was



murdered. Kurt knew he was spying for the guerrillas al along, but when he discovered the man was also
Landser'sinformant, he had him silenced. We don't know who the triggermen were, but we know
Arschmann ordered the nation. Proving that will be difficult, but we aready have al we need to
put him away on other charges.”

Chairman Khong shook his head and looked into his wineglass.

"And do you know something?' Chief Long said. "L ori's code name was Zitze, an Old German word
meaning 'teat.’ Before hewaskilled, Uxmal told Aloisit was "Zitze who'd pulled off the bombing. And
that guerrillaspy who waskilled in the warehouse fight, Garth, he knew too and tipped uswhen he said it
was Titties who'd done the bombing. We just didn't catch on for awhile. Incredible, isn't it?!

"They never liked each other, Lori and Gretel, you know?' Khong said. " Then who wasit who shot at
the two Marinesin the bar that morning?'

"That was a guerrilla sniper-assassnation team,” Sturgeon answered. "We haven't told ether of the
two Marinesinvolved. | think it's better they just put the experience behind them, especialy now that
they're going to have to respect the guerrilla peace commissioners. The PLA just wanted to poison
relations between the local people and my men. It'san old terrorist strategy.”

"I have acousin with them,” Khong admitted. "Asyou know, | rose from dirt to be Mannlicher'sfactor
and then amember of the Council. Multan and | were the only non-German Wanderjahrians ever to have
been admitted that high in the government here. Multan madeit by ruthlesdy carving out an empirein
Porcina, an out-of-the-way Staat nobody gave adamn about until thule came dong. | made it because
old Mannlicher, hewas not like the other German families on Wanderjahr. He believed men should be
given achanceto prove themselves by running their own lives. That'swhat the PLA say they warnt.
Tomorrow well find out how sincerethey are about it."

Then Carmago Khong snapped hisfingers, remembering something. "That Council meeting, when we
voted to ask the Confederation to send you here to help us—do you know what Lori said then? She said
that inviting you to come here would change everything for us, and she didn't know if that was agood
thing or abad thing. Evidently she thought it would be good for her. But damn, she wasright!

"Gentlemen, let us make atoast, shall we?' Heraised hisglass. "To change!" he shouted. The word
seemed to echo in theroom for along time after the toast was drunk.

Later that night, before saying his good-byes. Brigadier Sturgeon turned to Chairman Khong. "l have
one question for you, Mr. Chairman. Who's going to take over Lori's government? Just curious.”

"Ah, under our lawsthe firstborn of the same parents automatically inheritstheir estates when both
predecease. But since Lori'sonly sonisdead, it dl devolves on hisfirstborn offspring. That would be
young Hway. The actud reins of government will remain in the hands of aregent until she attains her
magjority at age twenty-five. Until then shell be carefully coached in the art of Satecraft and the business
of managing the Staat of Morgenluft. Then shewill St with us on the Council. Sheisabeautiful and
accomplished young woman, Brigadier.”

"Yes, Mr. Chairman, so I've heard, so I've heard." Goddamn, he thought. Lance Corpora Dean has
Seduced an oligarch!

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

It took two and ahalf hoursfor dl the Marinesto assemblein the hollow peak. They took off their
helmets asthey sat so they could be more easily seen. Bass and vanden Hoyt refused even to hint to the
early arrivaswhy they'd been caled away from preparationsto find the guerrillas. So some of them had
to st and stew until Bladon, Goudanis, and Lonsdorf showed up. They hadn't had the farthest to trave,



but three deep ravines had dowed them down considerably. They were drenched with sweeat when they
finaly clambered over thelip of the hollow.

Corpora Bladon saw immediately that they werethelast onesin. "What's up, boss?' he asked brightly
despite hisweariness.

Bass and vanden Hoyt looked at each other. They hadn't discussed who should give the newsto the
men. Bass made a gesture deferring to the officer. Vanden Hoyt nodded and looked briefly at each of the
Marines of the third platoon before he spoke.

"I want you all to know," he began dowly, "that | think, Staff Sergeant Bassand | think, that you've
done an outstanding job with the 257th Feldpolize.”

There were afew murmurs and the Marines glanced at each other. Thisdidn't sound like a briefing for
the operation they were about to launch. Mogt of them thought there was something ominous about what
vanden Hoyt was saying. It was as though he was disagreeing with someone el se's opinion of their
performance. They steeled themselvesfor the bad news coming.

"Two months ago," vanden Hoyt continued, "you began working with aparamilitary unit that suffered
from low morale, defectivetactics, and,” he glanced apologetically at the Wanderjahrian officers present,
"poor leadership. During these two months you gave the 257th strong leadership, taught them winning
tactics, and raised their morde. Y ou have turned them into an effective fighting force. | sduteyou,
Marines" He put hiswords to action—he came to attention and saluted the men of third platoon. He
studied them for amoment, those thirty Confederation Marines. He and Charlie Bass were the only ones
above the rank of three-stripe sergeant. Most of the men were PFCs and lance corpords, junior enlisted
men. But they had served in positions far above they pay grades, and they had performed magnificently.
Hefelt honored that hisfirst command as aMarine officer was of aunit so good. It didn't crosshismind
that during the same two months, he and his platoon sergeant had functioned as a battalion commander
and executive officer, severa positions above their own ranks.

"Our operation is concluded. Hogtilities were declared ended a 0930 hours this morning.”

Pandemonium broke out as the Marines jumped to their feet. Some shouted questions, others hooted
in glee, more shook each other's hands and pounded each other's backs. Most of them were glad the
operation was over before they went into the caves; they knew how deadly that would have been. A few
were disappointed; they'd wanted to see how well their FPswould function in this harrowing type of
operation.

Bass bellowed and silence thumped down on the hollow. " Some of you asked questionsin that meleg,”
Basssaid. "Wadll, if you'll shut up and listen, I've got some answers." He glowered at them, but the glower
was afacade, disguising how proud he was of his men's performance. "Third platoon, Company L, 34th
FIST, isone of the best outfits I've served with in my twenty-plusyearsasaMarine. But," he shook his
heed, "it wasn't uswho won this campaign.” He paused for amoment to alow the men to expresstheir
disbelief. "Y ou're not going to want to believe this," he held up ahand to get their attention again, "but it
was a bunch of headquarters pukeswho won it."

There were shouts and howls from the men, but Bass raised his voice and talked over them. "FIST
HQ, in cooperation with the civilian police experts who came with us, conducted acomprehensive
investigation. They also managed to make contact and open discussions with the highest levels of the
PLA leadership. The guerrillas weren't respongble for al the troubles that were going on. At 0930 hours
thismorning, Brigadier Sturgeon and Chief Long arrested Ruling Council Chairman Arschmann and
Oligarch Keutgensfor various crimes, including treason and the attempted murder of Confederation
citizens. The brigadier and the chief laid down new rules, which the remaining oligarchs agreed to. Peace
talks between the Ruling Council and the PLA are scheduled to begin. Were through.”

Bass stood arms akimbo, looking at his men. Aside from afew grimaces, the men didn't express any



of the disgust or chagrin he was afraid they might about the "headquarters pukes' winning the campaign.

"Y ou did an outstanding job, Marines. And you gave the proper authorities the opportunity they
needed to do what they had to to win thisthing.

"Now, | want you to go back to your units and pull them back from the assault positions. Bring them
to the designated rally point north of these badlands. Oh, and you may aswell turn command back to the
regular shift sergeants and platoon and company officers. We no longer have commissonsin the
Wanderjahr Feldpolizel. They were canceled when peace was declared. Squad leaders, stay behind for
amoment.”

"Commander," the Che Loi Brigade'sintdligence officer said. "All of our observation and lisening
posts have reported in. | know where nearly dl of the Feldpolize are, though where the Confederation
Marinesareisn't fully clear." He pressed a button on the console to bring up the Situation map. The
entrances to the underground were marked on the map. Not al of the entrances went into the part of the
cave complex the guerrillas used. The intelligence officer pushed another button and ared X gppeared on
more than haf of the entrances. "We bdieve they are about to block those entrances with explosives.”
He pushed another button. Red circles appeared outside other entrances. "Those are Feldpolizel
sections All indications are that they will enter the complex at those locations.™

Hing studied the map briefly and nodded. About half of the marked cave mouthsled into short tunnels
or single chambers rather than into the complex itsdf. Fully half of the entrances to the complex proper
weren't marked at dl. "They are going to have avery difficult time," he said. "Especidly when they meet
the weapon they don't know we have." Helooked at Lieutenant Pincote. "Release the wolves," he said.
"And report back to meimmediady.”

Pincote bared her pointed teeth in atight grin. Y es, Commander.” And she was gone.
Hing turned his attention to the communications officer. *Do we have contact with anybody yet?"

"No, Commander. Theionosphereis il too disrupted for signals to bounce, and we haven't been
ableto break the ciphersthat would alow usto utilize the Confederation's string-of-pearls.”

Hing grimaced. He would have liked to be able to communicate with the outside world, but it wasn't
that important. Outs de communications wouldn't make any differencein the coming fight. His nearly
three hundred freedom fighters would be enough to defeat the three hundred Feldpolizel and their
Confederation Marines. His three hundred fighters and the wolf pack.

Firgt squad, minus Sergeant Hyakowa, headed southwest toward where they had |eft their FPs. Four
kilometers from the hollowed peak the guerrillas called San Juan, they reached VVan Impe's section and
dropped him off initsthicket of unsightly conifers. The position overlooked a cave entrance into along
ridge. The cave mouth couldn't be seen from the position because of the trees, but patches of the ridge
wall were visble through bresksin the forest. The three fire team leaders split off thereaswell to
continue on to their platoon HQ groups.

A few hundred metersfarther Schultz said, "L et's look for more cave mouths,” and angled closer to
theridge they were pardlding.

"Why?' Macllargie objected. "Why do we need to look for more, we found al of them. Besides, the
operation's off." Schultz continued looking at the ridge face. "Because thisisabig area,” Chan said
patiently. "There's not many of us and we didn't have much time. Were bound to have missed some." He
didn't want to look for more cave mouths any more than Macllargie did, but if the guerrillas hadn't gotten
the word about cessation of hogtilities, some of them might come out looking for the Marines or the FPs.
Aslong asthe Marines were in the area, they had to know all the directions danger might come from.



And al those coniferlike things dong the face of theridge could hide alot of openings. Godenov and
Doylefollowed Schultz, but Macllargie looked asif he might angle away until Chan jabbed athumb
toward hisown collar. Then he stuck hisarm out to point the way. Chan was smply reminding the junior
man that he had rank and Macllargie had to obey his orders. Macllargie grumbled but he followed. Chan
brought up therear.

Anamost clear strip from four to ten meters wide ran along the base of the ridge where running water
and rocksfdling from above had kept trees from taking root.

"Heresone," Schultz said when the others caught up with him. "Whose section isthisin?' The cave
mouth had been obscured by asmadl line of grospam saplings and arock overhang, but it was big
enough for three men to enter abreast without ducking. Schultz pulled a paper map from a shirt pocket
and made amark on it. He gave Macllargie an |-told-you-so look. Macllargie looked blandly innocent.

Schultz moved out and the otherstrailed aong.

Seventy-five metersfarther, in a place where the clear strip was elght meters wide, Schultz found
another cave mouth nobody had seen. This onewas smdler, only one man could walk throughiit at a
time, but no treesblocked it at al. He spat to the side in disgust. I wonder how many more we didn't
find."

Chan was horrified; it looked asif they hadn't found very many at dl.

"What wasthat?' Doyle asked.

Chan didn't ask what, he ssimply listened and |ooked around. He saw the faces of acouple of the
others hovering in midair above their chame eons, they werelooking and listening. But the mass of
coniferlike treesin front of him was so dense that he couldn't see more than afew metersinto them.

The sound came again. A clipped growl or ashort bark. Maybe alow-register chirp. Another basso
profundo chirp answered it.

"What isthat?' Doyle rasped.

Schultz hissed a him to be quiet.

A twig snapped, but not where the chirps were coming from.
"At least three" Chan said softly.

"Four," Schultz replied. Strain showed in hisvoice. Helifted hisleft hand to his helmet and lowered the
chameleon screen. Of dl the shieldsthe Marines had in their hedmets, the chamel eon was the one they
used theleast. All of the others gave them information or aided their vision, but |eft their faces exposed to
view. The chameleon screen hid the face the same as the body, but it aso obscured vision. Schultz used
his less often than most. None of the other Marinesimmediately thought of their chameleon screens.

Therewas arustling of ground cover that sounded closer than the chirps. Chan peered intently into the
treesin the direction of the sound. After amoment he thought he saw a shadow that didn't ook likeit
belonged to atree, but he wasn't sure.

Doyle started to edge back toward the cave mouth. Godenov noticed the movement and began
backing up aswdll.

More rustling came from very close by and an egg-shaped head poked from between two conifers,
about two-thirds of ameter long and hanging two meters above the ground. 1ts open mouth exposed
rows of sharp teeth. Its eyes were on the front of itsface, like those of atree-dweller—or a predator.

The anima stood motionless for amoment, gpparently looking for something to itsfront. Theniit turned
its head to the side and peered for another moment before turning to the other sideto look again. It
moved its head in sharp jerks. It stepped forward once, pushing its way between the trees. It was smilar



to the tigers but stood more erect, and its forelegs were much bigger. Each fordeg endedina
three-fingered hand tipped with sharply pointed, in curved talons. Its powerful hind legs had four-toed
feet with even bigger talons. A tapering tail more than two meterslong jutted straight behind it. It began
to walk forward, bobbing asit moved.

"Oh, shit," Macllargie said softly.

Thewolf froze and turned its head toward the sound. It seemed to see Macllargie's face suspended in
midair two meters away, dmost close enough for it to stretch out its neck and snatch from the air.
Nictitating membranes did over its eyes and back, asthough it wastrying to clear itsvision. It Sretched
its head forward on aneck thicker than aman'sthigh. Macllargie blinked at the hot breath that swept
over hisface. Thiswas amysteriousthing the wolf saw, achunk of mest hanging in the air without moving
likeaflier. Itsthroat rippled and a deep chirp came out of its mouth.

Chan watched the anima and redlized it probably didn't have asense of smdll. It relied totally on sight
and sound. He remembered then the helmet-mounted chamel eon screens and carefully raised ahand to
lower his. "Drop your chameleon screens,” he said as soon as his was on the way down.

The wolf flicked its head toward the new sound. It cocked its head at an angle, puzzled about not
seeing anything where the sound had come from. Then movement madeit flick its head back toward the
piece of meat hanging in the air. Another piece of mesat approached the first piece and made adownward
movement. Thefirst piece of meat vanished. Then the second piece of meat dropped, disappearing long
before it reached the ground. The wolf stood erect, afull three meters high. It blinked its nictitating
membranesagain.

"Sowly," Chan said quietly, "back toward the cave.”

Thewolf flicked its head toward the sound of his voice and lowered its body back to its search
posture. It opened its mouth wide and let out a bass caw.

The caw was answered by achorus of chirps and the thrashing of many bodies rushing through the
coniferous brush. A haf-dozen more wolvesthrust their heads and shoulders out of the trees.

The first wolf's head bobbed and weaved, and itsthroat rippled and rolled rapidly asit emitted aseries
of chirpsand caws. Then it lunged its head forward and snapped at the air where it had seen Macllargie's

face disappear.
But Macllargie had moved by then.

Doyle and Godenov were aready insde the cave when Chan reached the cave mouth. Chan dropped
hisinfrashield into place under the chameleon screen so he could see the other Marines. One red blotch
was within reach; it was Macllargie. Chan grabbed his arm and shoved him through the cave mouth. Off
balance from being manhandled, Macllargie sumbled, his blaster clattered againgt the rock face of the
ridge, and he grunted.

The wolves snapped their heads toward the sound. They dl opened their mouths and cawed—they
heard the sound of food.

"Ingde," Schultz said to Chan. "I'll cover." The wolves scared him more than the tigers had. He had to
defeat hisfear of Wanderjahr's predators.

Hearing Schultz's voice, one wolf, perhaps hungrier than the others, darted toward it.
Schultz pressed the firing lever of hisblaster and abolt of plasma shot at the charging beast.

Thewolf screamed severa octaves higher than its chirps and caws as the plasmabolt blasted into its
shoulder. It tried to skitter to astop, but the momentum of its three hundred kilos was too greet and it
dammed into theridge. Schultz barely managed to dive out of the way of the charge. The wolf staggered
from the impact, then stood erect and shook itself. Smoke rose from its charred chest and itsright foreleg



was missing. The hide of its neck and the uncharred part of its chest bubbled with growing blisters, but it
didn't bleed from its missing shoulder; the plasmahad cauterized the wound. It cawed loudly, but the caw
sounded uncertain. Then it took awobbly step and lunged toward where Schultz had hit the ground when
he dove out of itsway. Schultz rolled.

Chan had stopped just insde the cave mouth to cover Schultz. He hadn't been able to fire when the
wolf charged because Schultz wasin hisline of fire. He hadn't shot the anima when Schultz dove out of
the way because he thought Schultz's hit would kill it. Then he was frozen with disbelief when the animal
stood up and shook off its massive injuries. When the wolf made its second attack, Chan's first shot hit it
in the belly and burned away the side of its abdomina wall. A loop of bowe dropped to the ground and
tripped the wolf. It raised its head asit began to fal forward. Chan's second shot took it in the head, and
momentarily the great beast was hdoed infire. It lifted its head to let out acry of agony, but no sound
came out of its seared lungs. Chan clearly heard bonesin its skull pop from the hest of the flames that
enveloped its head. The wolf crashed to the ground.

Schultz screamed. Hed rolled out of the way, but not far enough or fast enough. Thewolf schin
smashed down onto his legs and one stiletto tooth pierced histhigh. He struggled to free himself, but the
animd's head wastoo heavy for himto lift.

"Hang on, Hammer!" Chan shouted. "I'm coming.” With two bounds he was dongside Schultz. He
dung hisblaster on his shoulder to free both handsto lift the massive head. "Ow!" He jerked his hands off
the blistering hot skull. "Hold on, buddy." Chan undung his blaster and dipped it under the wolf's chin.
Grabbing the blaster on either side of the head, he yanked upward.

Schultz grunted in pain as the tooth pulled free and he scrambled out from undernesth.

At firgt the other wolves had watched with passive interest while chirping at each other. But when the
first wolf fell, they began dancing toward it. Then Chan's voice got their attention and they advanced
faster, cawing at each other, their heads bobbing, flicking from side to side asthey |ooked for the source
of theinteresting sounds. Two of them tore great gouts of flesh from the body of their fallen companion
and swallowed them whole. Another snapped at the creature's feebly rising head, just missing Chan's
hand.

Insde the cave, Doyle peered over Macllargie and Godenov's shoulders as the other wolves closed
on Chan and Schultz. Then one of the wolves moved between the two Marines and the cave.

"Weve got to help them,” Doyle squeaked. He examined the Situation. Two of the wolves were egting
the dead one. Two others were bobbing and flicking their heads beyond it. One was edging around itsfar
sde.

"Wekill thisone," Mecllargie said. "Then they can't get past it and comein here.”

Doyle shook his head even though the other two couldn't see the gesture. "No good. The Othersl|
cometo et it, and then ther€lll be more of them between Chan and Schultz and here. We have to make
thisone move." Thewolf edging around the far end of the dying wolf was standing where Schultz had
lain, but Doyle couldn't see the two Marines.

"That one," Doyle said. He pulled his deeve down his arm s0 the other two could see which wolf he
was pointing &. It wasten metersaway. "If we shoot him, maybe that'll draw this one away.”

"Okay."
"Right."
"Don't shoot until | say s0. Maybeif wedl hit it a the sametime, well kill it right away."

The nearest wolf, the one blocking the way for Chan and Schultz, was sidling toward the cave mouith,
trying to locate the source of the sounds coming fromiit.



Doyle carefully sghted on the walf, but the Sight picture shook from histrembling. He wondered if it
was possible to missatarget that big from this short range. He suspected it was. The near wolf was
about to gtick its head insde the cave; there was no moretime.

"Now!" Doyle shouted. Three bolts enveloped the wolf in flame. A huge holeinitsabdomina cavity,
the wolf stood for afew seconds, then collapsed straight down.

The snout of the nearest wolf was scorched by a bolt asit shot past. The creature reared back and
screamed as the one closing on Chan and Schultz from the other side jerked its head toward its newly
dead companion and took severa tentative stepsin its direction. The two wolves nearest the second
dead onetoreinto its carcass.

But thewolf closest to the cave stuck its head and shouldersinside to locate the source of the
unfamiliar sounds and the heet. Macllargie wound up and hit the wolf squarely on the snout with the
muzzle of hisblaster. The wolf screamed and hopped backward, then lowered its shoulders and
stretched its neck forward in afighting posture. 1t cawed.

"Kill it!" Schultz shouted as he fired at the wolf. The other Marinesdso fired, and, totaly engulfedin
flames, it toppled over.

Chan dashed into the cave, haf supporting Schultz. The five Marines scurried five meters deeper
ingde.
"Now what?' Godenov asked, his voice shaking.

"Now wewait," Doyle said. "There are three dead ones. The other four will eat their fill and go away.
| hope."

"How'syour leg?' Chan asked Schultz. He pulled aglow-bal out of his pack to give him light to
examinetheinjury.

"I'mdl right,” Schultz said. He made motions to push Chan away, but didn't push very hard.

Chan used his combat knife to cut away aflap of fabric on Schultz's trouser leg so he could examine
the bite. Hewhistled. Blood dowly oozed out of afour-inch dit. Around it the flesh of Schultz'sleg had
blistered from the hesat of the wolf's head. "If we don't get you to acorpsman in ahurry, that's going to
infect,” Chansaid.

"Wearen't going anywherein ahurry,” Schultz sad.
"What do you mean?"
"Out there." Schultz nodded toward the cave entrance.

Chan looked. Outside, savera wolves were dashing about. He reslized then that he'd been hearing a
lot more chirping than before. "Damn!" He stared at the narrow bit of the outside he could see, then said,
"Wait here." He stood and took a couple of steps toward the opening. The arealin front of the cave was
filled with wolves feeding on the three they had killed. He backed up, careful not to make any noise.

"Schultzisright,” he said.

Godenov looked at Doyle. "Now what do we do?"

"What do you mean asking me what were going to do next?' Doyle squealed.
"You'reacorpord,” Macllargie said. "Y ou're the only NCO here. That meansyou're in charge.”

Momentarily panic-stricken, Doyle looked at the others. Schultz was clearly disgusted, Chan seemed
pained. Macllargie and Godenov merely looked back at him waiting for his orders—all they knew was
that Doyle was the ranking man. He might be aclerk instead of infantry, but he did have aBronze Star.

Chan shook his head. If nobody had mentioned that, he, Chan, would have taken command. But now



it wasout in the open. "Y ou've got therank," he said. Y ou're in command, Doyle."

Doyle swalowed. This situation wasn't like being in charge of another clerk. Thiswas combat, or it
could beif somebody—he—made amistake. Peopl€'s lives depended on the decisions of the man in
chargein acombat Stuation. "Oh, shit..." They weren't going to let him off, he could see that. He,
Corpord Doyle, had to make the decisions.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

"The wolves are out. Commander." Pincote grinned around her pointed teeth. Her eyes glowed
meanicaly.

Hing glanced at her. Satisfied that she had obeyed his orders to return immediately, he amost
dismissed her from hismind. "Therest of the brigade has taken its combat positions and laid out its routes
of withdrawal," he said. "Y ou will bring your company with mewhen | retire to the southwest. | think
that'swhere their mgor effort will come.”

Pincote swelled her chest. It was only right, of course, that Commander Hing use the company of his
best officer to take on the enemy's main thrust. She didn't swell her chest from pride; gratitude was
unnecessary. No. From theway Hing looked at her from time to time, she knew he enjoyed the sight of
her body. So she puffed out her chest to reward him for doing the right thing.

Hing didn't notice Pincote's chest, as he was focusing his attention on the reports he'd been receiving
al morning. The Feldpolizel hadn't launched their attack yet, and the sun was aready nearing the zenith.
Some of his observation posts reported that the oligarchs men had withdrawn from their positions
outside the cave entrances through which he expected them to assault. He wondered why they hadn't yet
destroyed the many cave mouths they were known to have mined. He wished he had communications
with the outsde. He wished he was able to intercept Feldpolizel communications. Well, wish in one hand
and...

That was an unproductive train of thought. He stood " Assemble your company. Move them out. | will
meet you there."

"Yessir." Pincote swelled her chest again and raced from the command post to get her fighters.

"Therésredly alot of wolves out there?' Doyle asked.
Chan nodded glumly.

Doylelooked at the size of the tunndl they werein and remembered the wolf that had started in after
them. "They'll comein after us, won't they?"

Schultz spat to the side.
"Then we're going to have to find another way out of here.”
Schultz spat again.

"That means we have to go deeper into this cave.” Doyle gave the darkness behind them aworried
look.

Schultz had no more sdivato waste.

Chan looked apprehensively deeper into the cave. "1 hate caves," he muttered.

"Anybody know anything about spekung—ah, spelunk—uh, going in caves?' Doyle asked.
"Wevedl beenin caves" Schultz sad.



"Oh," Doyle said brightly. "Then were going to be okay. Since everybody is experienced, do you
want to draw straws or something to decide who leads the way?'

Macllargie and Godenov exchanged alook—they were beginning to get the ideathat not al corporas
are created equal.

Favoring hisinjured leg, Schultz stood. " The leader's supposed to tell someone to take the point,” he
growled. He headed into the tunnel, feding hisway asthe darknessincreased. He wouldn't get out a
glowbdl to light the way until the tunnel made aturn, or until they squeezed through a spot too narrow for
the wolvesto get through.

The othersfollowed.

Time doesn't move at the same speed at night asit does during the day—just ask anybody who's ever
gpent anight on adefensive line, knowing there were enemy forces out there somewhere, waiting for the
beginning of an attack he wouldn't be able to see coming. Neither does it move at the same speedina
cave. Dark timeis dow-time no matter what way you cut it. So the ten minutesit took the five of themto
get from the tunnel just insde the cave mouth, through aman made baffle that alowed people to pass but
kept out man-size animal's, past an unoccupied checkpoint to a chamber with a rock-littered floor,
seemed alot longer, especialy sncethey were dso on the dert for booby traps. That ten minuteswas
long enough for Chan to sart fedling very claustrophobic. Long enough for Godenov and Mecllargieto
begin to fear that they would wander underground forever. Long enough for Doyleto get the idea that
maybe they should have stayed where they were and hoped the wolves wouldn't try to comein after
them. But then, Doyle had never been in acave before, so time moved alot more dowly for him than it
did for the others.

They had just entered asmall cavern strewn with rocks when Schultz sensed light ahead. He didn't see
thelight directly—another tunnel curved out of the opposite Side of the cavern—he saw light reflected off
thewall of that tunnel. He stopped, flicked off his glowball, tucked it into his pack, dropped to one knee
behind a boulder, and, readying his blaster in both hands, prepared himsdlf to fight. Close behind him,
Doyle ssumbled and dmost tripped over Schultz when the glowbdl |l disappeared. Then he saw the
reflected glow ahead of them.

"Wemadeit!" Doyle gasped. "We're saved! All we haveto doisfollow thelights. They'll lead us out
of here. Let'sgo." When Schultz didn't move immediately, Doyle patted him on the shoulder and stepped
around him.

Schultz camly reached out and yanked him back. "We don't know what'sthere," he whispered.
"Theréslight; thereésaway out,” Doylereplied.

"Quiet!" Schultz snapped. "We don't know who'sthere.”

"Thefighting'sover," Doyle said somewhat lessloudly. "It doesn't matter who'sthere.”

"We don't know they got the word."

"Surethey did. Everybody got theword."

Chan joined them during this exchange. He grabbed Doyl€e's shoulder and pulled him close. "We don't
know that," he said softly into the corpord’s ear. "Communications are screwed up, remember? Solar
flare, remember? Remember how we can only receive line-of-sight or from the string-of-pearls? They
can't use the string-of-pearis. Unless they've got hardwire communications, they probably don't know
about the cease-fire."

"You think s0?' Doyl€e's voice betrayed his doubt.



From up ahead they heard sounds, and the glow from the tunnel dimmed. Someone was approaching.
A voice said something. Another voice replied indigtinctly.

Doyl€e's head snapped toward the voices. Whoever was in command had to make quick decisions,
had to be very decisive. A cease-fire wasin effect. If those people didn't know about it, someone had to
tell them. Even though he didn't want to be, he wasin command. So it was up to him to make the tough
decisgons. Around him, he fdlt the other Marines getting ready for afight. It waswrong to fight when
there was a cease-fire. But he thought that if his companions knew what he had in mind, they'd stop him.
Hewaited until he saw amoving shadow on the tunnel wall, put his blaster down, and jumped to his feet.

"Youinthere," he shouted rapidly as he sumbled across the rocky floor of the cavern. "Hold your fire.
Thisis Corpora Doyle of the Confederation Marines. There's a cease-fire—"

There was awild shot—the bolt close enough to blister Doyle's|eft arm and set the deeve of hisshirt
on fire. Doyle stopped talking and started screaming.

The other Marines returned aquick volley and one guerrillawas immediately set aflame. He jumped
up and twirled like afiery dervish until someone shot him in the chest. Another guerrilla, who wasmissing
aleg, began to whimper. A third had either been killed outright or was doing hisbest to hide. Thelast of
the guerrillas who'd made it into the cavern was scrabbling across the rocks, trying to reach the safety of
thetunnd.

"Ceasefire," Chan shouted when he saw the guerrillas weren't shooting back. With Doyle down, he
was taking over. The Marines stopped shooting. "Doyle, how bad are you hit?' Chan shouted. "I'm
dive" Doylecdled back. "I'm divel" His voice cracked.

"Hold your fire," Chan shouted at the guerrillas. "A ceasefireisin effect. Let's not shoot each other.”
"Youlie" afemdevoicereplied.

Chan blinked and swore. HEd been right, the guerrillas did have women in their ranks. "No, I'm not.
It'strue. Do you have radio communications with anyone?"

Thefemde voicelaughed harshly. "If there's a cease-fire, why are you hunting usin the caves?'
"We aren't hunting you. Some animals chased usin. We camein to get away from them.”
Thewoman laughed again.

"Ligten..." Chan thought desperately; the way that woman sounded, she wanted to keep fighting. "We
both have wounded out in the open. Let's make atruce to retrieve them.”

"If there's a cease-fire, we don't need atruce. Go ahead, try to retrieve your wounded. Our wounded
will willingly suffer for the cause”

"Shewantsto fight,” Schultz growled. He took aim at the tunnel mouth. "I can take the fight out of
her."

Chan pushed the barrel of Schultz's blaster down, then shook his hand. The barrel was till hot.

Then aman's voice penetrated the cavern, hiswords clear. "What's going on here?' The woman
answered him excitedly. The man lowered his voice and they talked. Chan had trouble understanding the
rest of the exchange, but he caught the words "cease-fire’ and "lies' from the woman. Then the man

spoke up.
"How can we believe you?' he asked. "What proof do you have?'
"Check with your higher heedquarters, they'll tell you.”
The man laughed. "Y ou know we can't use our radios now."
Chan swore. Hed hoped the guerrillas had some kind of hardwire communications. Evidently they



didnt.
"Let'sdo this, then,” Chan said. "There's some animals outside this cave. We camein to get away from
them. Tell ushow to get out of here. Wereadl pulling away. Give usahdf hour from thetime we leave

the cave, then come out. | think | can get my commanding officer to leave astring-of-pearlsradio
someplace where you can find it. Y ou can useit to call your heedquarters.”

"How can we trust you? Suppose it looks like you've gone away but you haven't, and when we come
out, you ambush us?' There was a pause, then the man continued. " The animals you're hiding from, what
do they look like?"

Wheat did that have to do with a cease-fire? Chan wondered. "They're about two meterstal, striped,
and alot of teeth. They runin apack.”

"Wolves. Very dangerous. How many of you did they kill?"

"None. Wekilled three of them. The rest of them were eating the dead ones. We came deeper into the
cave s0 they couldn't come after us when they were through.”

"| gpologize. | knew there were wolves out there. | just wanted to make sure you were telling the truth
about them. All right, you asked for atruce to move the wounded. L et's do that and then continue
talking. | an Commander Hing, commander of the Che Loi Brigade. I'll come out for my sde. Whoam |
takingto?'

"Lance Corpora Chan, Confederation Marine Corps. I'm aso an acting shift sergeant in the
Wanderjahr Feldpolizei." Chan swore at himsdlf. Hed added the FP shift sergeant because he knew
lance corpord didn't sound like much. As soon ashe said it, he realized FP shift sergeant sounded like
evenless.

Hing chuckled softly. "A Marine lance corpord, a Feldpolize shift sergeant. Y ou don't have alot of
men with you, do you?'

Chan didn't answer.

There was aquick, angry exchangein the tunnel that ended with Hing shouting, "That's an order!”
Then hesaid, "All right, I'm putting my weapon down and coming out unarmed.” There was ascraping
sound, then ahandgun did into view in the tunnd mouth. *1'm unarmed. Don't shoot." A shadow moved
on thewall and aman sdled into view. He held his hands open and out to his sides. " See, no weapons.
I'm going to get one of my wounded. Who's acting for you?"

"I am." Chan put hisblaster down and stood up with his hands open and to the sides, the same as
Hings
"Where are you?' Hing asked. "I'min the open, but you're till hidden.”

"I'm here. Look for my face and hands." Chan held his hands at shoulder level and shook hisarmsto
dide hisdeevesdown to hisebows.

Hing saw the movement, then focused on Chan's visible forearms. He looked, and above the hands
saw Chan'sface. "Mein Gott," he said softly. "It'strue, you redlly can make yoursdvesinvisble. How do
you do that?"

Chan grinned wickedly. "That'saMarine secret.”

Hing chuckled again, with an edge of nervousnessthistime. "Keep your secrets. But I'd like you to tell
me sometime. Let's get our wounded.”

"Yes" Chan lowered his deeves and dipped hisinfra screen down so he could see Doyle. But before
he could take astep the woman in the tunnel shouted, "No, it'satrap!™ and ran into the chamber with her
blaster leveled to fire.



"Don't shoot!" Hing cried as he snatched the weapon from her hands. He threw the blaster back into
the tunndl. There was a surprised gasp and a dap as someone caught it. He grabbed the woman by the
arm and shook her. "Lieutenant Pincote, | declared atruce to retrieve the wounded.” He pushed her
back toward the tunndl and looked around for his nearest wounded fighter.

Lieutenant Pincote staggered when Hing shoved her, but quickly caught her balance. She stood,
trembling with anger, and glared briefly at her commander, then quickly scanned the chamber. She saw
Doylesfacein the rocks where he lay more than halfway across the cavern from the Marines position.
With ahowl of triumph, she dashed toward him, pulling acombat knife from her belt as sheran. She
leaped.

"NO!" Chan and Hing shouted smultaneoudy. Both of them raced toward the woman and her
intended victim.

Schultz got therefirst. Throwing abody block into Pincote while shewas till in midair, he knocked
her sprawling, away from Doyle. He grunted at the pain in hisinjured leg when he landed. Schultz
glanced toward Doyle as Chan reached to pull him to safety, then turned back to face the woman's
attack. But Hing's doubled-up free hand connected with her jaw. The crack reverberated loudly in the
chamber and the woman went limp.

Schultz and Hing stared at each other for amoment. Hing's chest heaved. His bent arm held the
unconscious Pincote upright.

"Truce," the guerrillaleader finaly said, whilelooking a aface that hovered before him.
Schultz nodded, then said, "Truce."

The two turned and went back about collecting their wounded—a much easier task for the Marines,
asthey had only one casudlty.

Doyleswound was fairly minor, first- and second-degree burns on hisleft arm and side where the
uniform had burned away. Chan quickly applied a dressing to numb the pain and protect the burned
flesh.

"WEell get you to the battalion surgeon,” Chan said as he finished the job, "hell fix you up. In another
week you won't even have any scars. All you'll have to show for thisisawound stripe on your dress
reds.

"I'm redlly going to get awound stripe?* Doyle asked eagerly.

"Injured asadirect result of enemy action? Y ou better believeit.”

"Wow," Doyle whispered, awed. "A wound stripe to go aong with my Bronze Star." He didn't know

any clerk who had amedal for bravery and awound stripe. Maybe held get a promotion to sergeant and
atransfer to battalion headquarters, where held never again have to risk being in battle.

Schultz hawked off to the side. What was his Marine Corps coming to when aclerk could see so
much action?

"Lance Corpord Chan," Hing called afew minuteslater when held retrieved dl of hiswounded. He
was out of sight in the tunndl. "We have an impasse here that requires aresolution. Do you agree?"

"If you redly don't have communications, | guessthat'strue,”" Chan caled back. "Unless| can
convince you theresredly acease-fireon.”

Hing laughed softly. "1 don't know how you can." After a pause he asked, "Why isthere a cease-fire?
Why istoday different from yesterday?

"This morning Confederation authorities arrested Ruling Council Chairman Arschmann and Oligarch
Keutgens. The remaining oligarchs and your high command agreed to talk. That's what's different.”



Hing barked out alaugh. "The tyrant and the bitch-queen arrested? Now | understand why Lieutenant
Pincotecdled you aliar.”

"It'strue.”
"Let methink onthis"
The Marines waited with nervous patience while Hing thought.

"All right. Marine," the guerrillacommander findly said. "1 don't know how many of you thereare. |
think you are few enough that if | send my fightersin they could kill al of you quickly. But they can't see
you, so you might kill too many of them even though they kill dl of you. | don't want to lose many of my
fighters—especidly if thefighting istruly over."

Pincote screamed her disagreement. The Marines heard the sharp report of adap on human flesh.

"Lieutenant, | am the commander!" Hing shouted. "I make the decisions, not you. Everyonewill do as
| say. Isthat understood?" There was a pause during which soft whimpering was audible, then Hing
resumed talking to them again.

"On the other hand. Lance Corpord, that's an outrageous story you tell about the arrests. But it
doesn't sound like something alance corpora would make up, which meansthereisachanceyou are
telling the truth. So. | will tell you of another way out of here. It leadsto the top of theridge. Y ou won't
have to worry about the wolves up there, they never go to the ridge top because they can't climb well."
Helaughed softly. Y ou might have to worry about them when you descend theridge, though.”

"If we can get to someplace where there aren't any wolves, we can deal with them if we run into them
agan."

Hing chuckled. " Such confidence. Y ou Confederation Marines must be very fierce fighters.”

"Wethink so. And so does everybody we've ever fought.”

Hing laughed again. "Heréswhereyou go..."

Chan and his men didn't encounter the wolves again when they climbed down the ridge side. Before
they descended Chan managed to make contact with the 257th's headquarters unit via line-of-sght
communications. Basstold them their shifts had been located and withdrawn and where they should go to
rgjoin the battalion. It was midafternoon by the time they reported in and gave amore detailed account of
the action in the caves.

When the debriefing was over, vanden Hoyt said, "Well done. Marines. Now rejoin your shifts, we're
going back to GSB headquarters.”

Bass gave them agrin and a thumbs-up.

It was several more days before the solar flare ended its storm in the ionosphere and the guerrillas
were able to confirm the cease-fire. But by then Hing had a different problem that was occupying entirely
too much of hisattention.

Lieutenant Pincote was looking at him with atogether new eyes. At last, she had found aman who
didn't grovel when she bared her pointed teeth at him, aman willing to stand up to her. She wondered
what his blood would taste like after she punctured his shoulder with the sharp points of her teeth.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

"I'll be back in awhile," Dean told Claypoole some days after the oligarchs arrest. They were
scheduled to return to the company the following morning, and so were at police headquartersto clean



up their workstations. Commissioner Landser had scheduled aformal going-away party for later that
afternoon, and both were looking forward to that dmost as much asthey wereto their return to the
Corps. But Dean had private businessto attend to firdt.

After Dean departed, Claypoole asked Lieutenant Constantine for the loan of hislandcar. The
lieutenant gave him permission without question. That's one thing Claypoole had cometto like about the
police: once they trusted you, nobody ever asked you any questions when you went somewhere. If it'd
been the FIST sergeant mgor, he'd be on foot—with full field gear—for asking for the loan of avehicle
without full judtification, and epecialy for persona business.

With Claypool€'s contacts in the police department, he had no trouble learning where Maggie had
been buried. He stopped at aflorist's on the way to the cemetery and bought a beautiful bouquet of
pinekiss flowers. Hoffnungsherg Cemetery lay on ahigh bluff just acrosstheriver. It wasthe oldest buria
dtein Brosigville, with graves going back more than three hundred years. Since most Wanderjahrians
were Chrigtians, the graves had stone monuments, each of which bore at least the name and dates of the
deceased. Many had Bible verses and something about the lives of the individuasthat lay beneath them.

Theorigina cemetery had been carefully laid out by thefirst settlers, but over the centuriesit had
expanded as Brosigville grew from avillage of huts and mud streetsto amodern city. Long ago the
caretakers had given up assigning graves and let the families of the deceased pick burid spots wherever
they wanted. The bluffs held thousands of graves, most arranged with little thought for the origina grid,
but each buriad was accurately recorded in the chief caretaker's office.

The boards in the floor squeaked under his feet as Claypoole walked up to the caretaker's desk. A
shriveled old man with wild wisps of gray hair floating about his head like an overgrown halo looked up
and smiled as Claypoole approached.

"Y ou are a Confederation Marine!" he exclaimed, and stood to extend his hand. "Thank you for what
you have done for us, young man.” He bowed dightly.

Somewhat embarrassed, Claypoole stood awkwardly, the flowers grasped tightly in one hand. "Sir, |
would liketo vist someone,” hesaid & last.

"And who might that be, young man? Oh, yes, | think | know! A young woman. A recent burid. Most
unfortunate case. Y ou knew her." It was a statement, not a question. Claypoole nodded. Maggie'sfull
name had just dipped completely out of hismind. The caretaker took down a huge folio volumefrom a
shdf. They had aways recorded the graves at Hoffnungsberg by hand, painstakingly making each entry in
huge leather-bound ledgers using only black ink in abig, old-fashioned hand.

"Here," the old man said at last, and turned the ledger so Claypoole could see. "That's Section Six,
Line Thirty-nine, Grave number 193906." Hejotted the figures down on adip of paper. "It isvery nice
back there. Quiet. I'll give you directions.”

Claypoole drove dowly through the vast cemetery. Hundreds of hectaresin extent, it was crisscrossed
by roads and pathways interspersed with parks and ponds and flower beds, dtogether avery pleasant
and restful place. Hochbaums everywhere provided deep shade from the bright sunlight. He marveled at
the variety of monuments. A big metal marker with an Arabic numera 6 on it soon appeared.

He parked and got out of the landcar. He redlized that, judging from the smple stone markers, the
people buried here were not very well-to-do. He found Line 39 with no trouble, then walked down it,
searching for Maggi€e's grave. Most of the stones carried only the briefest entries, just the name of the
deceased and their dates of birth and desth. Here and there, however, more e aborate monuments poked
up from the closdly cut grass. One bore the carving of achild embracing some kind of small animal. The
child, buried fifty years before, had been only eight years old when he died. As he waked farther down
Line 39 he passed into the shade of abeautiful hochbaum. The dates of death were closer to the present.
Maggiewas a the far end of theline, clearly one of the most recent intermentsin that section.



Claypoole stared down at the Smple stone. He was surprised to discover that she had been severa
years older than he. The grave was till fresh, the earth il dightly mounded. He closed hiseyes. In his
mind he heard her Singing that exciting, lascivious song. He knelt down and put the pinekiss flowersinto a
metd vase fitted into the front of her stone. The bouquet was so big that when he stood up he couldn't
see the stone behind it. Then he removed al but one flower, agorgeous thing of deep red on along green
stem, and stuck them onto the grave next to Maggi€'s. "Hereyou go," he said, carefully placing thesingle
remaining beautiful red flower into her cup. It looked nice. He stood awhile longer and then walked to
the car and drove back to the caretaker's office.

"How much would it cost to have anew stone made for Miss... Miss, uh, excuse me, Sr, for Miss,
er..." Agan hismemory had failed him. "For Maggie's grave?'

Dean knocked lightly on the door. A servant girl opened it. "I'm here to see Miss Hway Keutgens.”

"Whoisit?' Hway's granduncle asked from insde the house. The servant girl opened the door wider
and the old man came to stand in the doorway. "L ance Corpora Dean, you are no longer welcomein
thishouse"

"I-'ve cometo see Hway," Dean replied.

"After what you have done to my sster, young man, you are not wanted here." He began to close the
door in Dean'sface.

Dean grabbed the door and held it. "I did nothing to your sigter, sir! You go ask Gretd Siebensherg's
family about what she did to them. Hway is here, Sir, and | want to see her. Please?’

"No!" the old man shouted, and |leaned harder against the door.

"Goddamn you!" Dean swore. "Get out of my way or | swear, I'll blow thisfucking door al to hell on
you!" The old man was strong, but Dean was angrier than held ever been in hislife, and he began towin
the shoving contest.

"Uncle! Let himin," Hway shouted from behind the dowly opening door. "No!" her uncle shouted
back.

"Uncle, | am the oligarch of Morgenluft now, and as such | am aso the head of thisfamily. Let Joein."
The door swung open. Dean and Hway's granduncle glared at one another asthey panted.

"Come, Jog, let'swalk inthefield again." Shetook Dean by the hand and led him outside and around
the house. The door dammed behind them.

"I know you had nothing to do with grandmother's arrest,” Hway said as they walked hand in hand.
"But | just can't believe she did those things, Joe! Gram is not the murderer they are saying!" She began
tocry.

"Aw," Joesad, "I don't know, Hway." He held her in hisarms. "Therell beatrid and al that. Maybe
al thiswill work out." Of course, he knew it wouldn't.

They waked dong the rows of tomato plants. "They will begin the harvest tomorrow or the next day,"
Hway sad.

"Y eah. Hway, I'm going back to the company tomorrow, and the day after welll go back to
Thorsfinni's World. I-l—goddamn, I'll start crying next! | came to say good-bye—" Hisvoice broke on
thelast syllable. Hetook her and held her close. She put her arms around him and hugged him tightly.
"Honey, can we stay in touch? Can we write? Let's not lose contact." Joewasfinding it difficult to get his
bresth.

Gently, she pushed him away. "Joe, no; it's over between us. If | were an ordinary citizen, I'd teke the



next ship for Thorsfinni's World and live there outside your camp and wait for you to cometo me. But |
am not an ordinary citizen. | am no longer afree agent. I'm going to succeed Grandmother. My
responsibility now isto the people of Morgenluft. Y ou're going back to your Marines, Joe. That'swhere
you belong." She was crying again. He reached out to touch her, but she shook her head. "Joe, my lifeis
here. Y oursis—out there." She gestured toward the sky. She leaned forward dightly and kissed him
gently onthelips. "My brave Maring," she whispered, and stroked hishair lightly. "I am going back to the
house now, Joe. We shall never see each other again.”

Dean stood helplessy watching the only woman held ever loved walk away from him. He remained
between the plants for along time after Hway had disappeared into the house. Then he began to pick
some tomatoes to take to the guysin the barracks.

Hway Keutgens, soon to be oligarch of Morgenluft and ruler of millions of people, watched stoicaly
as Joe Dean drove away from her granduncl€'s home. She ran her hand thoughtfully over her sill-flat,
hard belly. No, shewould never forget Lance Corpora Joseph Finucane Dean. She had just missed her

period.
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